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Abstract 
 

This composition portfolio consists of fifteen musical scores and recordings, 
supplemented by this written commentary. The included works represent my 
broad interest in different musical mediums: solo instruments, chamber music, 
vocal ensembles, and electroacoustic groups. The intention of this commentary is 
to provide an overview of the pieces within the portfolio and, using examples from 
these, discuss three strands of my compositional language that have developed 
through the duration of the PhD.  

The commentary begins with a detailed overview of the works in the portfolio, 
categorised by ensemble and presented in chronological order from earliest to 
most recent. This overview is provided to establish each piece as an independent 
artistic endeavour, contextualising the later examples that are drawn from them. 
In the three chapters which discuss my compositional language, the portfolio is 
used as a pool of examples to highlight strands in my work that are diffuse across 
my oeuvre, but not necessarily the primary focus in the individual works 
themselves.1 Occasionally, brief references in the commentary may be made to 
music which has been excluded from the portfolio for the purpose of brevity, to 
show how a given trajectory has been further explored in other works.  

The three overarching research themes discussed in this commentary are: 
Harmonic Language, Aleatoric Techniques, and Writing for the Voice. These 
represent the primary areas of my musical interests and prominent features that 
unite the portfolio works. Each of these aspects will be contextualised by the 
research of composers who have informed my own writing, including discussion 
of how my music relates to historical trends. 

 

 

 
 

 
1 Works used extensively as examples in these chapters are discussed more briefly in the overview. 
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Context 
 
While this is a commentary on the pieces contained within the portfolio, and not 

primarily a discussion of my musical aesthetics and influences, it would be remiss 

to fail to mention these where they are relevant. There are two personal concerns 

which contextualise my approach to creating music, both of which exert 

significant influence upon my motivations for compositional decisions.  

 

The first is the issue of practicality. I am grateful that most of my music has been 

written for specific players or occasions, not as a cerebral exercise. Each piece in 

this portfolio was written for performing musicians, including non-professional 

ones, who I collaborated with and worked alongside to create this music. Several 

discussions in this commentary (issues of writing for choir, my interest in the 

accessibility provided by aleatoric music, and elements changed at the request of 

performers) are concerned with how to communicate my musical intentions in a 

way that is practically achievable. Many of these works are challenging – my 

compositional language is not straightforward. During this research I have 

worked closely with musicians to express musical ideas in a manner that 

considers both composer and performer. 

The second area of concern stems from my convictions and personal faith. As a 

practising Christian, I am a member of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 

Ireland and my beliefs permeate into every aspect of my life; music is no exception. 

Many of the pieces in this portfolio draw on Biblical imagery or text for their 

inspiration. Perhaps strangely, considering this, I do not write what is often 

denoted as ‘sacred music’. The term sacred music is somewhat nebulous, but I 
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take it here to mean music which is written for performance in a liturgical context. 

Like the Catholic composer Olivier Messiaen, I write music for secular spaces; 

music that is inextricably tied to my beliefs but is not intended as a vehicle for 

worship. To me, the distinction between secular and sacred music holds little 

meaning,2 as the Reformed tradition emphasises that faith is not 

compartmentalised to a ‘religious’ part of life, but instead underpins and 

encompasses it all. As Dutch Reformer Abraham Kuyper famously stated: “There 

is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which 

Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!”3 Because of this, the four 

pieces in the portfolio which are based on ‘secular’ topics4 are not treated in a 

separate category, but alongside and among those with ‘sacred’ topics. All my 

work uses narrative as a prompt for musical decisions, irrespective of the 

narrative’s source. 

 

Although my musical language is informed and inspired by faith (as illustrated 

by the discussion on Gaelic Psalm-singing, and other comments in this writing 

that raise theological issues), it is still a musical language with technicalities, and 

it is these details that are under discussion in this commentary. Underlying all 

these pieces is the motivation that springs from faith, as Messiaen said: “I have 

tried to be a Christian musician and sing my faith, without ever succeeding…”5 

and, “I wished to express the marvellous aspects of the faith. I’m not saying that 

I’ve succeeded, for in the final analysis they’re unspeakable.”6 

 
2 Theologian Hans Rookmaaker writes: “For the Christian to make a duality in life between.. faith, and… the 
‘neutral’, more or less a-Christian activity of daily experience, is to impoverish their existence,” and later, “all 
of life is Christian, unless we would make Christ very small.” The Creative Gift, the Arts and the Christian 
Life, Inter-Varsity Press, 1981, p. 41 & p. 112. 
3 Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, ed. James. D.Bratt, Eerdmans 1998, p. 488. 
4 A Slave in the Land of Liberty, Shards on a Beach, Enturfment, and Stutter. 
5 Quoted in The Reinvention of Religious Music, Sander van Maas, Fordham University Press, 2009, p. 16. 
6 Ibid. p. 26. 
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Portfolio Overview 

 

0.1 Choral works 

Hinneni 2016 

The first choral piece I wrote during my doctoral studies, Hinneni was 

commissioned by the St. Salvator’s Chapel Choir as part of the inaugural 

Theoartistry scheme initiated by the Institute for Theology, Imagination and the 

Arts at St. Andrews University. The project involved six composer-theologian 

pairs creating new sacred works on the theme of annunciations – moments in the 

Biblical narrative where God reveals himself or speaks with human beings.7 

Hinneni, developed with Canadian theologian Margaret McKerron, explores the 

first postlapsarian annunciation: the condemnation of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden of Eden. Discussing the Genesis 3 pericope, McKerron notes – 

“conventional interpretations of Gen 3 tend to distil the ‘moral of the story’ into a 

rumination on human agency: either God is feared (sovereign judge) or forgotten 

(oppressor). Instead, an imaginative hermeneutic reveals the central place of 

God’s agency and mercy in the narrative, as well as the deep tragedy and profound 

cost of sin.”8 The anchor point for Hinneni is this central idea of grace, manifested 

in the three inviting questions God asks his rebellious children, in an account in 

which sin and judgement have often shouldered their way to centre-stage.  

 
7 For a full description of the collaborative process, and new research regarding the field of contemporary sacred 
music, see the publication documenting this project: Annunciations: Sacred Music for the Twenty-First Century, 
edited by George Corbett, 2019 Open Book Publishers 
8 Ibid, p. 107. 
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These questions are used to break the work into three phases where structure is 

shown through the coalescing of textural activity. Each phase builds up through 

polyphonic writing until reaching a climactic moment. Example 0.1.1 shows the 

climax of the second phase.  

 

Example 0.1.1: Bars 30-32 of Hinneni, harmonic reduction. 

This moment is the richest harmonic setting of the word “Hinneni” (the Hebrew 

for “Here I am”) in the piece. The three chords are the primary source of harmonic 

material for the work; their progression outlines on a micro-level how the 

discourse in each phase gradually unfolds from thinner chords (unisons, thirds 

and fifths) to a denser harmony. The significance of this moment is further 

highlighted by sudden clarity in the musical texture. The homophonic chords set 

to “Hinneni” are prefaced by a busy imitative and polyphonic texture setting the 

words “Have you eaten from the tree of knowledge, of good and evil? What is this 

you have done my son?”  

 

The structure of the three phases draws on a form ubiquitous in Biblical Hebrew 

poetry – chiastic parallelism – an arc where symmetry is established thematically 

and through phonological and syllabic connections. This literary style gives the 

poetry coherence (it is unmetred and often lacks rhyme) and draws attention to a 
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central concept.9 In Hinneni, related musical themes are used to set lines of text 

that are thematically linked. Initially, the divine call of “Where are you?” is set to 

a gesture that continually winds down from B, parallel to the descending divine 

annunciation to Adam and Eve. Later in bar 52, the same words are used, but 

redirected as man calls to heaven for help, asking God “Where are you?”.  Example 

0.1.2 shows the opening figure in bars 1-9 and its related motif in bars 52-59 

where the question returns.  

       

Example 0.1.2: Bars 3 and 52 of Hinneni, showing related motifs linking connected poetical lines. 

Both the relation between these queries and the change in direction are mimicked 

by the reversal of the musical material: the motif rises upwards from B-natural 

as the pair address God. The second motif outlines the same motion: when God 

asks, “Who told you you were naked?” in bars 13-21, the principal melodies 

descend from G to B.  

 

Example 0.1.3: Bar 13 Alto melody: descending motif. 

 
9 This form is also present in prose. McKerron refers to biblical commentator Bruce Waltke, who observes that 
the broader unit of Gen 2.4-3.24 can be framed in a chiastic structure, where the central concept is the sin of 
humanity and the gracious response of God. Ibid, p. 101. 
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The responsive query from Adam and Eve to God, “For whom are you naked?” in 

bars 33-45 ascends from B to G.  

 

Example 0.1.4: Bars 33-35 Tenor melody: reversal of the earlier motif’s direction. 

Across the wider structure of the work this parallelism of motifs (both musical 

and textual) draws attention to the chords in bars 30-32 at the apex of the arc.  

 

The vocal writing in Hinneni is largely conventional so as to be familiar for an 

amateur choir, although an early foray into different manners of vocal production 

can be seen in the outer sections of the work. These aleatoric whisperings were a 

result of Dr. Madhavi Nevader, a Hebrew scholar from St. Andrews University, 

drawing my attention to the percussiveness of the Hebrew text in this passage of 

Genesis. Early in the compositional process, I wanted to use the sonic quality of 

these syllables and they eventually found a place as a susurrating backdrop of 

noise for the sung motifs in Example 0.1.2. This formed the foundation for a 

nuanced, deeper exploration of vocalisations in Threads & Ribbons, and the 

further use of Hebrew syllables as material in Ezer. 

 

Hinneni has been performed by the St. Salvator’s Chapel Choir in St. Andrews, 

Edinburgh, London and Paris. It was released on the CD James MacMillan 
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Annunciations, Sacred Music for the 21st Century, 2018 label Sanctiandree, St. 

Salvator’s Chapel Choir conducted by Tom Wilkinson. 

 

A Slave in the Land of Liberty 2017 

The text for Hinneni was created through a collaboration between myself and 

McKerron, after I had experienced frustration trying to find poetry that was no 

longer in copyright, and suitable for my approach to text-setting. Subsequently I 

decided to search for prose to set, which led to the creation of A Slave in the Land 

of Liberty, the only vocal piece in this portfolio with a secular topic. The text 

consists of selected portions from a letter10 by Irish journalist Thomas Reilly to 

his friend John Kelly. Reilly details experiences during his exile in the States after 

his involvement in the failed Famine Rebellion of 1848: his impression of America, 

his account of the turbulent storms encountered on his voyage, and finally his 

nostalgic reminiscence of the day he left. My piece is a triptych, and the three 

scenes are interspersed with the refrain ‘Dear John’, the addressee of Reilly’s 

letter. By using this phrase, the piece plays on the idea of a ‘Dear John’ letter: a 

correspondence where an intimate relationship is severed (in this case by 

necessity rather than infidelity). The connection broken here is not between 

lovers, but between a man and his home-country: the Ireland Reilly longs for. 

Reilly’s eloquent description of his migrant experience is powerful, poignant, and 

resonates with the experiences of many in our world today. 

 

 
10 Source: Inspiring emigrant letters home to Ireland from America in the Famine era by Matt Keough, Irish 
Central Mar 16, 2015 https://www.irishcentral.com/roots/history/inspiring-emigrant-letters-home-to-ireland-
from-america-in-the-famine-era last accessed 23/09/19. 
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After the initial ‘Dear John’ cry, which twists a unison F-natural into a collision 

with G-flat,11 the opening meanders in an obsessive fashion around the pitch class 

F as Reilly relates his claustrophobic feelings of entrapment in America. Register 

plays an important role in evoking the image of enclosed space: the first and 

second basses sing lines limited to the pitches D, E-flat, F and G-flat, cycling 

around each other to form minor-second and major-second intervals. In this 

register, underneath middle C, the closeness of these intervals creates a dark and 

muddy sonority. The upper voices enter with these same constricted lines, but in 

the higher register there is a greater amount of clarity, and it is the lack of wider 

intervals in the bass that gives the section its instability. It is only in bar 24, after 

the cluster in the bass register – D, E-flat, E-natural & F – falls away to leave a 

minor-third that the bottom of the harmony sharpens into focus.  

 

The material of the second section, bars 38-65, is considerably more active: a 

coalescing crescendo of textural layers. The altos sing the central line, a compact 

version of the basses’ phrase at the beginning. Around this the other voices have 

imitative blocks of material, beginning with a series of brief crescendos that end 

with a sharp attack (tenors and basses bar 40). A longer imitative passage, again 

initiated by the tenors and basses, is shown in the example below.  

  

Example 0.1.5: A Slave in the Land of Liberty bars 45-46, tenors and basses. 

 
11 A reference to the similar opening material for Penderecki’s Passio et mors Domini nostril Iesu Christi 
secundum Lukam: a dramatic, stabbing unison G. 
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This material has the same registral quality as the opening: dense harmony in 

the lower register, containing several close intervals. The rapid note changes 

within these thick sonorities prevent individual chords becoming established and 

heighten the sense of turbulence. A bass soloist narrates Reilly’s account of a wild 

Atlantic storm by shouting the text above the dense texture of the choir. The 

panicked, distinct timbre of spoken speech cuts through the sung material. 

Spoken delivery becomes incorporated into the choir in the next lines of text, the 

reaction of other migrants in the boat to the storm: “some praying, some crying, 

some cursing.” These words are spoken and shouted, with some pitched material 

underneath to maintain the harmony, with the relationship between spoken and 

sung text developing as spoken vocals become more prominent across the whole 

choir. 

 

The final section brings some harmonic relief, exploiting the expressive 

associations of fifths and thirds with consonance and resolution as the text reflects 

on Reilly’s memory of Ireland. In the context of the dense harmony of earlier 

sections these intervals sound quite open in the upper voices. The ‘Dear John’ 

takes on a more wistful character in bars 66-73, now set to a perfect-fifth. This 

moment of relief is fleeting, clouded yet again by the destabilizing basses, who 

underpin the phrase “perhaps I will return to Ireland,” with a major-second. Their 

dyad is pre-emptive of the descent in bar 83 onto a six-note cluster of minor and 

major-seconds. This is compressed until only a single voice remains on the note 

C, as lonely and abandoned as the writer himself. 
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A Slave in the Land of Liberty was workshopped by the BBC Singers in September 

2018. The piece then underwent minor revisions and was premiered by the C4 

Composers/Conductors Collective in New York City, December 2018. 

 

 

Asphyxiate 2018 

Commissioned by Choir & Organ for their New Music 2019 series, Asphyxiate is 

my second piece written for the St. Salvator’s Chapel Choir.12 The magazine’s 

editors were interested in recreating the collaboration that led to Hinneni, and 

my brief was to produce a piece suitable for an Easter service, with Margaret 

McKerron again available as on-hand theologian. After some initial discussion, 

McKerron suggested the theme of Mary first meeting the risen Christ in the 

garden. Following our previous pattern, we collaborated to produce a suitable 

text, using the analogy of breathlessness to convey Mary’s grief at the loss of 

Jesus. The piece is through-composed with recurring motivic material constantly 

being developed and reimagined. This material is used to generate heterophony 

and imitative polyphonic lines; the harmony primarily arises as a result of these 

related lines interweaving. The two sources of material are the alto melody in bar 

1 and the tenor and bass material in bars 7-11. These two patterns – the 

downward, mordent-like figure containing a major-second interval, and the 

stepwise triplet patterns in the tenor – permeate the music. 

 
12 Written for Choir & Organ New Music Series, Rhinegold Publishing, Jan/Feb 2019 issue. An interview about 
the creation and inspiration of the work is available in the issue. 
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Example 0.1.6: Bar 1 and 7-11 of Asphyxiate, the two resources used for melodic materials. 

Asphyxiate contains examples of a textural technique common to several of my 

works, where two or three layers of activity are overlaid to create conflict, or 

present multiple perspectives. In bars 42-53, the tenors and basses establish a 

repetitive layer of homophonic chords using Jesus’ questions to Mary, “Woman, 

why are you weeping? Who are you seeking?” The sopranos and altos juxtapose 

this with an earlier melody, Mary’s questions to Jesus (she doesn’t recognise him 

initially) – “Where have they taken him? Where have they laid his body?” The 

dramatic and harmonic tension caused by these conflicting layers is later released 

in bars 66-67 when the choir converges on Jesus’ personal question, “Mary, why 

all this weeping?” which prompts her recognition. 

 

Asphyxiate was premiered in April 2019 at the St. Andrews University Easter 

Day service by the St. Salvator’s Chapel Choir, with a further performance in the 

United States in March 2020. The score was published in March 2020 by the Irish 

choral publisher Cailíno Music. 
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Tearing as it is Woven 2019 

Tearing as it is Woven is an attempt to integrate my interest in aleatoricism13 – 

which primarily takes place in my instrumental music – into a choral medium. 

Drawing on methods found in Gaelic Psalm-singing, the piece uses melodic 

material of free durations to generate busy textural activity and shifting 

harmonies. The piece was written as part of the Contemporary Music Centre 

Ireland’s Choral Sketches scheme, which gives emerging choral composers the 

opportunity to write for the Chamber Choir Ireland with mentorship from Tarik 

O’Regan. Scottish poet Euan Tait expressed an interest in working with me after 

having heard A Slave in the Land of Liberty, and we subsequently collaborated on 

this piece. Tait’s poem uses the biblical imagery of the Flood to reflect on 

humanity’s modern impact on the environment, presenting a post-apocalyptic 

world covered in ash, water and broken trees. The three sections in Tait’s poem 

prompted a ternary structure for the music. 

 

Writing for a group with the capabilities of the Chamber Choir Ireland allowed 

for a harmonic language of greater complexity, and this is the only choral piece I 

have written where the harmony is guided by intervallic rotation14 rather than 

voice-leading. The textural layering seen in Asphyxiate is used to a greater extent 

in this work. Section two, which begins at figure E, starts with two conflicting 

layers, a repeating set of notes in the altos to the words, “fraying rope” and 

random snapping/clicking sounds produced by the tenors. After bar 31 the basses 

join the tenors, increasing the density of activity, and the sopranos introduce a 

new layer of repeating notes to the words, “woven overhead.” The final distinct 

 
13 Discussed in Chapter 2. 
14 See Chapter 1, Example 1.3.4. 
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layer to be added is at figure F, where a solo soprano sings a transposed and 

developed iteration of the tenor melody from bar 4. These layers and the direction 

of the harmonic movement in this work are described in detail at the end of 

chapter one. 

 

Tearing as it is Woven was premiered in January 2020 by the Chamber Choir 

Ireland, conducted by Paul Hillier, in the National Concert Hall, Dublin. As this 

work is discussed in detail in chapter two, its treatment here is more brief. 

 

 

0.2 Vocal works 

The overview of my two works for individual voice is brief, as chapter three is 

dedicated to an in-depth exploration of my writing for voice, and they are covered 

more fully there. 

 

Ezer 2018 

Having written extensively for the voice in a choral context, I wanted to explore 

the capabilities of the individual voice. An opportunity arose through my 

membership of the Irish Composers Collective, a body of emerging composers 

based primarily in Dublin. This group organises several concerts a year with 

professional ensembles and selects six composers to write for each concert. Ezer 

was written for a concert involving sopranos Michelle O’Rourke and Siobhra 

Quinlan, who gave several workshops throughout the writing process discussing 
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vocal techniques and informative examples from contemporary repertoire. The 

text is in Hebrew, taken from the Biblical story of Ruth, and depicts the scene 

where the widowed Ruth and her mother-in-law Naomi are involved in a 

passionate and concerned discussion about Ruth’s plan to return to Israel with 

her. 

 

The initial material for this work grew out of the interaction between held static 

notes (decorated with ornamentation and glissandi) and rapid bursts of 

vocalising. This dialogue between materials mirrors the interaction between the 

two dramatic characters. The work divides into two sections, the first being an 

increasingly heated debate between the two singers where the gestures are fired 

back and forth in quick response, or juxtaposed. The second section, when they 

come to agreement, is a more peaceful melodic passage that draws on elements of 

folk-singing. The piece closes with a brief recurse to the opening music, presented 

in a more sedate context. The approach to vocal writing and delivery in Ezer is 

discussed in more detail in chapter three.15 

 

Ezer was premiered by Michelle O’Rourke and Siobhra Quinlan at the Royal Irish 

Academy of Music in Dublin in July 2018. The American duo Peridot gave two 

further performances in New York and Boston in October and November 2019. 

 

 

 

 
15 Under the section 3.2 The Decomposed Voice. 
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Threads & Ribbons 2018 rev. 2019 

Having incorporated whispers and speech into my previous works for voice, I 

wanted to write a piece with an extended exploration of the voice’s different 

methods of producing sound. Following other pieces that have sought to do so, 

such as Cathy Berberian’s Stripsody (1966), Helmut Lachenmann’s Got Lost 

(2008) and work by composer/performers Jennifer Walshe and Jessica Aszodi,16 

Threads & Ribbons aims to employ techniques heard in these pieces, but for the 

medium of the baritone voice. Initially written for the PANIC Music Ensemble, it 

was later revised for Czech baritone Vojtěch Šembera. The piece was developed 

collaboratively by working closely with these singers to refine the detailed sounds 

and their notation.  

 

Threads & Ribbons aims to convey a music that is being pulled in multiple 

directions, with swift changes in character and intensity. The text is my own, a 

reflection on the crucifixion of Christ from the perspective of one of the Roman 

soldiers who nails him to the cross. The music navigates his extreme reactions to 

the event: callousness, sympathy, and gnawing guilt. Musically, this intensity is 

communicated by extremes of register, muttered asides and frenetic bursts of 

reiterated sounds. The specific vocal effects used in this work are examined in 

chapter three. 

Threads & Ribbons was premiered by the PANIC Music Ensemble at Queen’s 

University Belfast in November 2018, followed by a second performance in April 

2019. It was recorded in the Czech Republic by Vojtěch Šembera in June 2019.  

 
16 See Walshe’s As mo cheann (2000) and Physics for the Girl in the Street (2007)  
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0.3 Solo works 

 

Eyewitnesses of His Majesty 2016-17 – Guitar 

Eyewitnesses was written with the specialist knowledge of a performer – as a 

classical and electric guitarist, I know the instrument extremely well – but also 

with the blind spots that accompany such knowledge. To write for an instrument 

so familiar leads to a strange creative tug-of-war. When player and composer are 

combined, the composer’s imagination may be inhibited by the player’s ability, 

preferences, and subconsciously shaped by the repertoire the player has learnt. 

While the suite is not a collection of études addressing pertinent techniques, to 

avoid this potential pitfall the material contains intrinsic challenges that I knew 

would engage and challenge me as a performer. Some examples are the 4:3 quaver 

rhythm in movement I, a tricky lower pedal trill in bars 20-26 and 48-55 of 

movement VII, and the extract in Example 0.3.1 from movement III – exploring a 

range of subtle colours on the guitar which presented both a performative and 

notational challenge. 

 

Example 0.3.1: Bars 1-4 of III: James, Son of Thunder, exploring harmonics, half-harmonics, plucking behind 
the nut, and bi-tones. 

 

Like Hinneni, this work uses the structure of chiastic parallelism, presenting an 

arc form across its seven movements, each based on one of the disciples of Christ. 
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The diagram in Example 0.3.2 demonstrates that there are two devices used to 

link the connected movements. The first is the presence of specific intervals as the 

source for motivic construction. This is similar to Ligeti’s approach in Musica 

Ricercata (1953) and his recycling of that material in Six Bagatelles for Wind 

Quintet (1953), although I am less rigid with my application of the technique and 

don’t rely on specific pitch sets. Second is the gradual inclination towards noise 

as musical material as the suite moves towards its centre. 

 

Example 0.3.2: Structural diagram for Eyewitnesses of His Majesty. 

The guitar writing in both I and VII employs idiomatic melodic and chordal 

patterns. In contrast, the two movements which frame the centre, III and V, have 

a focus on unusual techniques and methods of sound production. Example 0.3.3a 

and 0.3.3b compare an extract from movement I with material found in V. 

 



P o r t f o l i o  O v e r v i e w    P a g e  | 18 
 

 

Example 0.3.3a: Bars 96-99 of I: Bartholomew the Scholar. 

 

 

Example 0.3.3b: Bars 42-47 of V: John, Son of Thunder. 

The first extract shows a passage of idiomatic technique that takes its precedent 

from the guitar writing of composers like Heitor Villa-Lobos. The right-hand 

thumb takes the melodic line, interspersed by gentle chords plucked by the 

fingers. In the second extract the music is much more percussive: combining the 

rasgueado strumming technique with light left-hand pressure to produce a 

strongly muted sound where pitch changes are audible but muffled. The right 

hand is also used to play golpe, hitting the body of the guitar to add a sharp 

percussive attack. At the apex of the movements, in IV: Peter, the guitarist is 

asked to sing, making an unexpected timbral addition to the texture. 
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Example 0.3.4: Bars 86-88 of IV: Peter, showing the sung vocal line over the top of microtonal bending of the 
guitar strings. 

 

Another feature of Hebrew parallelism is used to subtly draw attention to a 

musical discrepancy within the movements of the suite. Disturbance to an 

established pattern is a key feature of Hebraic poetry, providing nuance to the 

structure. The structural diagram in Example 0.3.2 shows a musical thread 

(represented by a red line) that runs through each movement but is absent in 

movement VI Judas, who betrayed Him. This thread is a passage of harmonic 

arpeggio material, shown in Example 0.3.5. 

Example 0.3.5: Harmonics from I: Bartholomew the Scholar bar 95. 

This material is present in each movement, with the exception of Judas. There is 

no obvious musical technique that draws attention to Judas as being outside of 

the fold; no explicit Faustian tritones. Instead, his difference is highlighted by 

ellipsis: the lack of communal material that each other movement contains.17 In 

 
17 An interesting use of this idea is present in J.S.Bach’s St Matthew Passion BWV 224 (1727) Part 9e Chorus: 
Herr, bin ich’s, where the disciples ask Christ, “Is it I Lord?” after he tells them of his impending betrayal. 
There are eleven imitative entries of this statement, with the final bass entry notably absent. 
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his essay Art as Technique Victor Shklovsky states, “The perception of 

disharmony in a harmonious context is important in parallelism. The purpose of 

parallelism, like the general purpose of imagery, is to transfer the usual 

perception of an object into the sphere of a new perception – that is, to make a 

unique semantic modification”.18 While he is commenting on the general nature 

of parallelism in art19 and not specifically Hebraic parallelism, it is interesting to 

note that he couches his observation in musical terms. Boulez refers to presence 

and absence in music, saying, “a listener is more aware of the absence of some 

musical feature; when that absence is filled, the listener hears that as a positive 

action - it involves the appearance of an element previously deprived.”20 The 

reverse is also true; ellipsis or omission of an element is heard as a negative 

action.  

 

Two movements from Eyewitnesses of His Majesty (I and V) were presented by the 

composer at Queen’s University Belfast in March 2017. Movement VI was 

premiered in Kyoto, Japan in August 2018 by Mitsuo Nagata of the Rosetta 

Contemporary Music Ensemble. The whole suite will be recorded in 2021 for 

release by Welsh guitarist Chris Roberts. 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Cited in The Art of Biblical Poetry by Robert Alter, Basic Books, 2011, p. 10.  
19 Shklovsky posits that the technique of art is to rescue us from the habitualness of life by defamiliarizing 
objects and situations to draw attention to their strangeness. Parallelism is a powerful tool in this regard as it 
establishes a pattern which may be broken. 
20 Orientations: Collected Writings Boulez, Harvard University Press, 1990, p. 91. 
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The Testimony of John Paton 2017 – Viola 

 

The Testimony of John Paton was the first piece in this portfolio to consciously 

embrace aleatory music as a fundamental aspect of the music’s construction. I 

applied the notion of aleatoricism to the macro structure of a piece, using a mobile 

form in which the player selects the order of sections. The broad canvas of the 

work consists of nine distinct areas of musical material. Spatialization 

emphasises the concept of separate, distinct musical identities: in live 

performance, nine sets of musical stands are placed about the performance space. 

The performer must physically travel to each location to perform different 

sections. To preserve the visual and aural physicality of this experience, the piece 

was documented in VR film and ambisonic sound, a medium that closely 

approximates nuances which would normally be absent from a stereo recording of 

a spatialized work. The recording medium itself provides interesting 

opportunities to interact with the mobile form; these are discussed in chapter 

two,21 along with a more in-depth exploration of aleatoric examples from the work. 

 

The work presents a musical journey created from the re-ordering of nine modules 

that have different expressive intent and characteristics. The overall discourse is 

crafted by the player’s decision of which material to juxtapose or connect. 

Inspiration for these sections was drawn from the life of John G. Paton, a 

missionary from the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland. He travelled to 

the islands of the New Hebrides in 1858 to share the message of the gospel, 

 
21 Section 2.4. 
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documenting his experiences in an autobiography.22 Paton’s life and work on these 

islands included the full gamut of experiences common to Scottish missionaries of 

this era: joy and sorrow, danger and loss, frustration and success. The musical 

sections of this work are each a response to a situation in Paton’s life. Like 

Messiaen’s Saint François d'Assise, which follows the protagonist’s inner spiritual 

development through eight tableaux, The Testimony of John Paton unfolds a 

spiritual journey.23 This is mapped by the physical movements of the player, who 

must trace a path from the opening movement, Anguish, to the closing Reunion. 

The idea draws on other works where physical movement is used to highlight 

development in musical material, such as Boulez’s Domaines (1968/69) and 

Stockhausen’s Harlekin (1975). Example 0.3.6 shows the layout of the sections of 

Testimony in relation to the 360 camera and ambisonic microphone. The bars 

represent the position of the music stands, while the central circle is the location 

of the recording equipment. 

  
Example 0.3.6: Layout of the recording setup for 360 VR filming of The Testimony of John Paton. 

 
22 John G. Paton, Missionary to the New Hebrides, An Autobiography edited by his brother James Paton, 
originally published in 1889, republished 2002, The Banner of Truth Trust. 
23 A difference, however, is that while Saint François’ journey is primarily one of visions, contemplation and 
inward reflection (apart from the overcoming of his revulsion of the leper in Act I), Paton’s is provoked by 
external forces such as the plight of those who do not know his Saviour. 

Anguish

Reu nio n

Preservation

Worship
War

Musket Creation

Roots

Idols

Camera
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Example 0.3.7: Physical layout of sections for live performance, which mimics the shape of the New Hebrides 
archipelago.  

Anguish

Reu nio n I

Preservation

Worship I & II

War I

Creation I

Roots I & II

Idols

Reu nio n II

War II

Musket I

Musket II &  III

Creation II

Aud ience

Aud ience
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While Example 0.3.6 was the layout used for documentation due to the perspective 

of the camera being rooted in one location, Example 0.3.7 shows the envisioned 

layout for an ideal performance situation. Here, the sections are arranged in a 

shape reminiscent of the New Hebrides island formation, which Paton spent his 

life traversing.  

 

The individual sections explore a range of string playing techniques that convey 

different musical expressions, inspired by Garth Knox’s etude collection Viola 

Spaces (2004). The lengthy opening section, Anguish, evokes a brooding, unsettled 

feeling, employing silence and space between gestures as a means of unmooring 

the sense of pulse. The timbre of this movement focuses upon the airy sounds of 

circular bowing and experiments with parameters like pressure, speed, and the 

width of the circular gesture: sounds which further highlight the apprehensive 

character of the music.  

 

Example 0.3.8: Opening of The Testimony of John Paton: Anguish.  

Harmonically the music of Anguish is static: circulating around collisions between 

D-natural, E-flat, and microtonal alterations of these pitches. The lack of 

progression draws attention to the subtle timbral shifts caused by changes in the 

bowing speed and width. Circular bowing produces a wispy, thin sound when the 

gestures are wide, slow and light, contrasting with the heavier, aggressive noise 

of extreme bow pressure. At the end of the movement the sound is further coloured 
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by the addition of a D-natural harmonic to the double-stop. The overtones of this 

harmonic are activated most clearly when the circular motion results in the bow 

playing sul ponticello, so the harmonic comes in and out of focus as the bow moves 

towards and away from the bridge.  

 

Each movement in the work focuses on a particular element or material, using it 

to evoke a unique characteristic. For example, Roots experiments with pizzicato 

and light, bouncing musical gestures, while Creation uses percussive sounds and 

bow ricochet to create uneven passages mimicking the sounds of construction. 

Contrastingly, Worship occupies a reverent, intimate space conveyed by subtle sul 

tasto notes and gentle humming, and Preservation, a section fraught with tension 

and danger, concentrates on whispering, high tremolo akin to the string writing 

of Sciarrino. 

 

Example 0.3.9: Extract from The Testimony of John Paton: Preservation, bars 57-61. 

The strained sound of the viola in its highest register gives the impression of a 

music at its limit of expression. Light left-hand pressure combined with tremolo 

and sideways bowing (spazzolato) contribute to the quiet but intense texture.  
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The Testimony of John Paton was recorded on November 5th 2018 at Queen’s 

University Belfast by Laura Sinnerton. Dr. Declan Keeney and Michael McKnight 

from the Sonic Arts Research Centre managed VR recording, ambisonic recording 

and post-editing/mixing. Funding for the recording was provided by Help 

Musicians UK. In Spring 2021 Sinnerton will release a new CD of works for solo 

viola with NMC Recordings, featuring five sections from the work. A cello 

arrangement of the first section of the work was initially workshopped by Lucy 

Railton and premiered by Orlando Jopling of the London Symphony Orchestra in 

St. Luke’s, London on February 15th 2020 under the title The Anguish of John 

Paton.  

 

On a Stone Pillow, Jacob dreamt of Salvation 2018 – Piano 

This solo piano work was written during my involvement in a second project run 

by the Irish Composer’s Collective, this time writing for New York-based pianist 

Isabelle O’Connell. The work is based on Jacob’s vision of a ladder from heaven, 

recorded in Genesis 28:10-19. Musically, the piece attempts to convey 

restlessness; the binary structure pits the wandering chord and melody texture 

against a dazzling cascade of triads which constantly disturb the drowsy sinking 

sections. 

 

The harmonic processes are discussed in more detail in chapter one,24 but the 

main discourse of the piece is generated by conflict between a G major chord and 

efforts to move away from this sonority. This is hinted at within the opening 

chord: G major with two interlopers – C-sharp in the melody, and a de-stabilizing 

 
24 See Examples 1.1.5-1.1.8. 
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A-flat in the bass. The music constantly teases at echoes of G major until bar 106, 

where a dyadic melody with a clear grounding in G major arrives, before this is 

dissipated to conclude with a more ambiguous ending. As with other pieces, 

layering of textures is a key process to the building of tension in this work, 

therefore I took full advantage of the piano’s capability to sustain multiple motivic 

lines. My textures draw on the pianistic writing of Kaija Saariaho and Thomas 

Adés. During the compositional process I studied Adés’ Traced Overhead (1995-

96) and Saariaho’s Prelude (2007) and Ballade (2005), which influenced my own 

writing. The inner melodic lines of busy textures and rapid registral changes for 

chords present in these pieces inspired many of the gestures in On a Stone Pillow. 

An example of this can be seen in the opening section of the work.  

 

Example 0.3.10: Bars 11-12 of On a Stone Pillow, exploiting the piano’s capability of playing multiple conflicting 

lines. 

The inner line of the left hand performs melodic material, including the nagging, 

syncopated accent that constantly cuts through the texture in a provoking 

manner. The other lines follow different winding gestures until a chordal outburst 

at the start of bar 12, after which the music sinks back to a similar behaviour in 

bar 13. 

Due to the nature of the project, I had several opportunities to have feedback 

sessions with O’Connell. Minor alterations were made to the score in response to 

her input – changes to non-pianistic chords or runs where tricky fingerwork was 
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required. It was O’Connell’s suggestion to have the melodic line in coloured 

noteheads, as she plays from a tablet rather than sheet-music, and my original 

layout (three staffs with melodic material in the middle) was difficult to read.  

On a Stone Pillow was premiered in October 2018 in Dublin by Isabelle O’Connell. 

 

Shards on a Beach 2019 – Double Bass & Electronics 

Shards on a Beach was written for William Cole of the Ulster Orchestra and was 

my first use of audio samples to create a fixed media track that accompanies an 

instrumental texture. The presence of the electronics subtly grows throughout the 

work. The initial tracks are quiet sounds that emerge like an after-effect or 

imitation of the double-bass’ material. By the end of the work, the fixed media is 

more assertive: introducing new materials and overpowering the sound of the 

bass. The manipulated sounds are mostly minor nuances in recorded audio of the 

bass, sounds which could be considered waste noise but are highlighted and 

magnified by software. The use of these as musical materials connects to the 

concern expressed in the title: the growing accumulation of waste and detritus on 

beaches. 

 

The musical structure alternates between two passages: material initiated by an 

aggressive bowed gesture and a passage of spoken text combined with pizzicato 

and percussion noises. The electronics bridge the transitions between these 

materials, accumulating in length and extending into both sections as the piece 

progresses. This leads to a coda of denser electronic activity, where the bass rises 

through the texture with glissandi until it is left hovering alone on a high C-sharp 

harmonic. 
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0.4 Chamber works 

Two Baptisms in Solway Firth 2017 – Sextet  

Written for the Composer’s Course as part of the St. Magnus International 

Festival 2017 in Orkney, Two Baptisms in Solway Firth25 is a work that draws on 

elements of experimental music theatre. While difficult to define, and as an 

umbrella term it gathers a wide variety of work under it, Björn Heile gives a 

helpful pointer towards how to identify aspects of experimental music theatre: “a 

type of performance in which theatrical actions are created by music making… 

distinguished from other types of music theatre… in which music accompanies 

theatrical action.”26 Like Mauricio Kagel’s Match (1964), in which two cellists 

mimic the actions of tennis players, and the percussionist acts as umpire, Two 

Baptisms is a musical composition that contains mimetic reference to an extra-

musical event, using theatrical actions that are closely related or analogous to the 

act of music making. The expressive intent behind this theatricality is to enhance 

the conflict between two musical forces: a string quartet and two woodwind 

players. The extra-musical event is the martyrdom of Margaret Wilson and 

Margaret MacLauchlan, two Scottish Covenanters drowned in the bay at Solway 

Firth on May 11th, 1685, accused of participating in dissenting rebellions against 

King James VII at Bothwell Bridge, Airsmoss.27 Colloquially, they are often 

referred to as the Wigtown Martyrs or the Two Margarets. Part of a swathe of 

executions during the ‘Killing Times’28 in Scotland, this event stood out for its 

 
25 Hereafter Two Baptisms. 
26 Toward a Theory of Experimental Music Theatre, Björn Heile p. 336. 
27 A Cloud of Witnesses for the Royal Prerogatives of Jesus Christ John Henderson Thomson, Oliphant, 
Anderson & Ferrier 1714, reprinted from the original editions, pp. 435-442. 
28 Generally defined as being 1680-1688, an eight-year period of persecution and battles between the 
Presbyterian Covenanter movement – the historical roots of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland & 
Ireland – and the forces of Kings Charles II and James VII. The battle of Bothwell Bridge (1679) was one of the 
significant defeats of Covenanter forces and led to a number of executions in subsequent years of those 
suspected to be harbouring rebel sympathies. 
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particularly cruel method, and the vulnerability of its victims. The elderly widow 

MacLauchlan was bound to a stake further out in the bay, so that Wilson, still a 

teenager, could watch her drown from a stake close to shore. In Two Baptisms the 

piccolo/flute is aligned with the older Margaret, and the bass clarinet to her 

younger counterpart. The strings correspond to the ever-encroaching tide, 

eventually overwhelming the two women. Thematically, the work is closely 

related to MacMillan’s The Confession of Isobel Gowdie (1990), which presents a 

similar narrative of witch-hunting and execution. The opening expansion of 

bustling string textures in Isobel Gowdie is deliberately referenced in my string 

writing for Two Baptisms. 

 

Heile refers to the term metaxis in relation to experimental music theatre, and 

this is useful in understanding the relationship between musical and theatrical 

action in this work. Originating from ancient Greek philosophy, the term has been 

used in theatre scholarship29 to describe the liminality between two separate 

states or mediums. In the context of experimental music theatre – “We may be 

immersed in a spectacle and regard it like real life… never entirely taken in by 

the illusion… metaxis, then, denotes the in-between-ness or simultaneity of or 

oscillation between the frames of theatrical and musical performance.”30 The 

presentation of Two Baptisms takes place in a musical performance framework, 

but a number of representational elements (programme note, title, physical 

locations and actions of performers, speech by the instrumentalists) allow for the 

musicians to appear as musicians playing a piece of music, simultaneously to 

which they suggestively appear like members of a dramatic spectacle. The musical 

 
29 Augusto Boal, see A Journey in Metaxis: Theatre of the Oppressed as Enactivist Praxis, Warren Linds, 
N.A.D.I.E. Journal 22 (2), 1998. 
30 Toward a Theory of Experimental Music Theatre p. 348. 
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roles the musicians inhabit are indicative of their position in the narrative. The 

strings play a series of swelling chords that grow increasingly aggressive, while 

the woodwind players perform short and breathy gestures above them. The piccolo 

in particular plays with material consisting of gasping, downward glissando 

figures combined with a spluttering tremolo that suggests the inhalation of sea-

water. 

 

Example 0.4.1: Bars 8-17 from Two Baptisms in Solway Firth. 

The tension between music and theatre defined by metaxis takes place on a macro-

level in this work as well. The piece consists of four sections, each dictated by the 

growth of the string patterns. In bars 1-96, the strings gradually overwhelm the 

piccolo/flute player, who then leaves the stage (in the original performance in St. 

Magnus cathedral, this player was elevated above the string players by playing 

from the pulpit. The clarinet player performed from the aisle to the side of the 

strings). In bars 97-117 the bass clarinet plays a threnody for the departed player, 

before the subsequent conflict of bars 118-160 leads to the strings winning out. In 

the final section the strings are left alone to gradually fade away. 

 

Two Baptisms in Solway Firth was premiered by The Assembly Project in St. 

Magnus Cathedral, Kirkwall in June 2017. It was subsequently awarded first 

prize in the Dublin Feis Ceoil Chamber Music Composition Category 2018. 
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Enturfment 2018 – String Quartet 

 

Enturfment was composed for the ConTempo Quartet as part of the Irish 

Composition Summer School, which took place in the Dublin Institute of 

Technology, July 2018. The piece has a binary structure, juxtaposing defined 

metrical materials with more fluid, aleatoric sections. Inspired by Seamus 

Heaney’s 1964 poem Digging, the music references the nostalgia of the poem: 

Heaney’s remembrance of his father and grandfather’s peat-digging is evoked by 

the freer sections, which contain strands of melody reminiscent of Irish airs. The 

more defined and immediate digging for the poet is that of his own toil with the 

pen, aligned with the metric, controlled music.   

 

After writing Two Baptisms I wanted to explore how spoken text could be 

employed in an instrumental context, as I felt my initial employment of text was 

quite blunt. The statement made by the flautist in Two Baptisms as the player 

departs the stage functions on a purely theatrical level rather than contributing 

anything musical. From a sonic perspective, the section of Two Baptisms I found 

more engaging was the susurrating texture created in bars 131-167 by combining 

whispered vocalisations with airy string timbres. Initial material for Enturfment 

grew out of an exploration of similar vocal sounds combined with an instrumental 

texture. In my research on string quartets I came across Saariaho’s Nymphéa 

(1987) for string quartet and electronics. The end of the work features spoken 

lines of text by the quartet over a bed of string harmonics and overpressure. My 

intention with Enturfment was to emulate this effect, but instead of speaking 

recognisable words I use their syllabic content to unpack the phonological 



P o r t f o l i o  O v e r v i e w    P a g e  | 33 
 

potential of the text. Not only does this obscure the meaning or intent behind the 

words; it also mimics the chopped vocal manipulations common in electronic 

writing. Although Enturfment is entirely acoustic, one of its effects is to reproduce 

the sonic qualities of electronic processing, which is also the premise for Jonny 

Greenwood’s recent string orchestra piece Horror vacui (2019). Example 0.4.2 

shows how in the aleatoric sections of my own work, string techniques used in The 

Testimony of John Paton are combined with vocal interjections, creating wispy 

sounds that form a fragile background to the nostalgic melodic materials above. 

The presence of whispered words suggests that these materials are a memory: 

transient and half-formed. 

 

Example 0.4.2: Bars 61-63 of Enturfment, the cellist and violist vocalising over sustained string writing. 

To avoid overcomplication the material in the strings is sustained and the 

vocalisations are given gestural contours, as in Ezer and Threads & Ribbons, to 

give a general indication of the shape. While the above example is an interjection, 

the vocal material distinctly different from the string writing, combinations are 

also used to blur the source of the sound. Towards the end of the piece plosive ‘p’ 

vocals are performed in conjunction with dying pizzicato, and the piece ends by 

pairing bowing the wood of the instrument with breathy whistling – two sounds 

so close it is hard to distinguish which is the voice or the instrument. 
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In contrast to the airy, reminiscent expression of the aleatoric sections, the 

harmony of the metric sections in Enturfment is built on a series of clusters, giving 

these materials an edge-like quality. In the first iteration of the cluster E-natural, 

F-natural, F-sharp and G-natural (bars 1-24), the two violins continuously 

interrupt with a rising gesture of four notes that bursts from the texture. It 

eventually leads to the violent eruption in bar 17, and two strong statements of 

the cluster. 

 

Example 0.4.3: Bars 6-8 from Enturfment. 

The melodic content from the subsequent aleatoric section passes over into the 

second metrical passage, winding in and around the cluster and four note motif 

material – violin I in bars 26-30, cello bars 27- 30 and 45-46, viola bars 44-48 and 

violin II bars 47-48. This musical exchange between sections, the content of one 

appearing in or influencing the other, reflects the crossing in Heaney’s poetry 

between memory and his present reality. The harmonic clusters of the metrical 
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sections are developed through the piece by increasing their density to create new 

harmonies. Example 0.4.4 shows this progression, where the initial cluster is 

expanded by the addition of a three-note cluster on A-natural.  

 
Example 0.4.4: Harmonic development of clusters in Enturfment. 

 

This pattern leads to the densest point of the work, the seven-note cluster in bars 

66-76, before the harmony thins out. The concluding passages become more 

distant as the piece closes; half-remembered extracts of melody intertwining with 

breathy vocalisations, like the passing nostalgia of Heaney’s poem. 

Enturfment was workshopped by the ConTempo Quartet in Dublin, July 2018, 

and by the Ligeti Quartet in Sheffield, January 2019. In December 2018 the piece 

was selected as a finalist in the 14th Sun River Prize for Student’s New Music 

Composition Competition, Chengdu, China. 

 

Engines of Babel 2019 – Large chamber ensemble 

Commissioned by the CRASH Ensemble for the New Music Dublin Festival 2019, 

Engines of Babel is my first work for large chamber ensemble, and embraces noise 

as its primary material. Timbral and gestural links take precedence over 

harmonic or melodic connections, and the structure is delineated by different 

methods of sound production. The work divides into two uneven halves: the 

lengthier first section concerned primarily with aggressive sounds that are 
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activated by sharp attacks or quick swells, the second with ethereal noises 

produced by breath or light friction. In this way, the conceiving of the musical 

material is inspired by composers like Helmut Lachenmann, Chaya Czernowin 

(particularly Knights of the Strange – 2015), and Gráinne Mulvey, who treat 

instrumental noises as motivic material in their work to be manipulated and 

explored. 

 

The title gives away the narrative of the work: the Genesis’ account of humanity’s 

efforts to build a tower into the heavens. The raucous churning of the first section, 

held together by driving semiquavers in the percussion, emulates the industrial 

chaos of a large building project. With a hint of humour provided by a deflating 

balloon, the second half sags in on itself, its energy lost and dissipating as a lone 

woodblock tries to rally the instruments together to continue the work. This 

narrative is not only conveyed timbrally but reflected in the alignment of the 

material, the first half unified in a common purpose by a metrical pulse, the 

second adrift in an aleatoric Senza Misura. The first section is driven by the 

propelling gesture of a low glissando, first heard in bar two.  

 

Example 0.4.5: Bar 2 of Engines of Babel. Trombone, Cello & Double Bass gliss. 

This gesture extends in bar seven to emerge as a rising figure in the trombone 

and electric guitar, becoming prominent in the texture before ending abruptly. 

Throughout the first section this idea is more intensely orchestrated, with use of 
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similar sounds in the percussion’s Lion’s Roar and low electric guitar swells. 

Example 0.4.6 shows a moment where this gesture is heard in the wind, guitar 

and piano.  

 

Example 0.4.6: Bar 48-49, a more intense orchestration of the gliss. gesture. 

Fluctuating in intensity and instrumentation, this gesture is used again and 

again, underpinned by the aggressive tattoo on the woodblock or toms. A related 

gesture is the reiterated series of semi-quavers which become more forceful as 

they crescendo. These first appear in bar 13 and gain momentum as the piece 

progresses. 

 

Example 0.4.7: The rising glissando idea becomes a series of emerging semiquavers. 
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At figure E the bass clarinet, trombone and cello play this emerging semiquaver 

idea in a lower register, at a different tempo from the rest of the ensemble. It rises 

and falls within the texture, drawing attention and challenging the main pulse 

before retreating. Other related crescendos – the gradual increase of bow pressure 

in the higher strings and the throttled motorbike sound of the electric guitar – 

dovetail into each other to create a sense of chaotic movement within the 

bombastic array of sounds. At bar 106 most of the ensemble unites to play a 

version of the semiquaver chords before one final, aggressive iteration of the 

glissando material at Figure H. 

 

My intent behind this material was to strike a relentless, unforgiving pace so that 

when the music finally gives way at Figure I to a more intimate and expansive 

soundworld, the change is abrupt and relieving. The weak and almost silly nature 

of this new material is emphasised by the tired squealing of a balloon releasing 

air. Other ethereal and fragile sounds drift around aimlessly: airy circular bowing 

in the strings, breath sounds in the trombone, and vocal whispers. Though it lacks 

energy, the material manages to gain some momentum as the balloon squeals 

increase until bar 131, where it pops and leaves the music (and in the premiere, 

the audience as well) disorientated. Brief and fading references are made to the 

semiquaver idea as the music sinks away, with the woodblock desperately 

attempting to conjure some of the forcefulness from earlier. 

 

Engines of Babel was premiered in March 2019 at the New Music Dublin Festival 

by the CRASH Ensemble, conducted by Richard Baker. It subsequently received 
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honourable mention at the 2019 TMAO Symposium in Thailand and is scheduled 

to be broadcast on Lyric FM in 2020. 

 

 

Stutter 2019 – Trio 

 

Stutter sits slightly outside of the processes used to compose other pieces and is 

included in this portfolio to show how I have reflected on aspects of my 

compositional language by trying to approach ideas through a different means. In 

chapter one I explore how the piece is related to my interest in harmonic 

interpolation, in chapter two its approach to aleatoricism, and in chapter three 

how the use of electronics expands the capabilities of the voice. Stutter is an open, 

improvisational score for piano, voice, percussion and electronics (although the 

work has gone through several instrumentations) and was written for PANIC 

Music Ensemble, a Belfast based experimental group. I am one of the founding 

members of the ensemble and their guitarist. Stutter was developed over a series 

of rehearsals, improvisations and different reiterations in concert performances. 

 

Musically, the material of Stutter is extremely minimal and hangs upon a single 

concept: three accumulating chords that gradually move from the upper to lower 

end of the vocalist’s register. The quality of the voice is altered by a tremolo effect 

and a loop pedal enables the production of constant sound, eliminating the natural 

gaps caused by breathing. The inspiration for using the voice to create a 

continuous bed of sound was Anthony Pateras’ Prayer for Nil (2014) which uses a 
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dense texture of vocal samples to generate a swarming effect. Stutter seeks to 

approach this idea of dense textural activity from a different perspective. Rather 

than using massed sound to produce an intimidating effect, it is an exploration of 

contemplative material that unfolds in a sedate fashion: the music lingers on the 

cumulative sound of the vocal loops, curling and uncoiling around the same 

gestures repeatedly. The vocal part contains the most detailed instructions as it 

is the main source of sound, with the piano and percussion providing decorative 

contributions to the texture. Elements such as pitch, duration, and vowel sounds 

are improvised by the singer, and the interjections of the other instruments are 

guided by brief text instructions for how to interact.  

 

The score was produced after the music, as an attempt to codify a reminder for 

the ensemble of how to perform the work. The detailed musical information often 

relayed via notation was expressed verbally in rehearsals, so the score is primarily 

a signpost for interactions between the musicians. As composer Sandeep 

Bhagwati comments, “the word “score” here explicitly includes all kinds of rule 

systems, embodied reflexes and inner representations that prompt a performer to 

play the next note.”31 Since the intention behind PANIC is to create work uniquely 

suited to the ensemble, I do not expect the score to be performed by other groups, 

unless done in collaboration with us. Precedents for this piece (and PANIC’s work 

in general) can be found in the free improvisation work of ensembles like House 

of Bedlam and The Quiet Music Ensemble. 

 

 
31 Sandeep Bhagwati Comprovisation – Concepts and Techniques in the publication of conference papers from 
Artistic explorations and conceptual writing, ed. by Henrik Frisk & Stefan Östersjö, Malmö Academy of Music, 
Lund University 2013 p. 100. 
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Stutter was premiered by the PANIC Music Ensemble at Queen’s University 

Belfast in April 2019, with subsequent performances at Maynooth University, 

Dublin City University Chapel, and Dublin City University St. Patrick’s Campus 

in PANIC’s Oct/Nov 2019 tour. Further performances at Dublin Institute of 

Technology in February 2020 and at London’s Iklectik Art Lab in May 2020. 

 

0.5 Orchestral work 

This portfolio does not include a standard orchestral work for two reasons. Firstly, 

the research brought forward here was expressed through the context of 

individual collaboration, a process I have found is more effective with smaller 

ensembles. Secondly, I focused upon orchestral music during my M.A. studies 

(writing a fourteen-minute orchestral suite32 and a thirty-minute chamber opera 

with chamber orchestra) and felt drawn to honing my expression in smaller 

mediums. With this said, the opportunity to write for a large ensemble arose in a 

context that facilitated my research regarding aleatoric music and amateur 

ensembles, hence the inclusion of Esau’s Hunger in the portfolio. 

 

Esau’s Hunger 2019 

In the summer of 2019, the inaugural 21C Guitar Conference on the pedagogy of 

the guitar and its role (both electric and acoustic) in modern classical repertoire 

took place in Ottawa, Canada. I successfully applied to write a work for the 

 
32 The Pearl, McDonnell (2016), performed by the BBC National Orchestra of Wales, and in Jan 2019 by the 
Ulster Orchestra. 
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resident double guitar orchestra, with ambisonic electronics, and to present a 

paper at the conference on my writing for the guitar. The piece also incorporated 

a collaborative, multimedia aspect: lighting designer Laurenz Theinert using his 

unique instrument/light projector Visual Piano to improvise responses to the 

music in real time. Apart from my choral works, this is the only piece in the 

portfolio written for an amateur ensemble, which was a key factor in my decision 

to use aleatoric notation in the work. I explore the subject of aleatory writing for 

amateur musicians more closely in chapter two of this thesis. The use of 

electronics was an orchestration decision, as I wanted to expand on the timbral 

palette available to an orchestra which was essentially constructed from two 

instruments, classical and electric guitars. The role of electronics in this piece 

functions in a similar way to the vocalisations in Enturfment: forming ambient 

textures which closely meld with the instrumental sounds and complement them. 

 

When researching how other composers have written for massed guitar 

ensembles, I turned to pieces such as Glenn Branca’s Symphony No. 13 for 100 

Guitars (2001) and Tim Brady’s 100 Questions, 100 Réponses (2015). Sound-mass 

textures are employed to great effect in these pieces and, inspired by this, the 

musical material of Esau’s Hunger consists of a series of dense polyphonic 

soundscapes that increase in activity, aggression and volume towards the climax 

of the work before retreating and fading away into silence. As with several other 

pieces in the portfolio, the inspiration and order of these soundscapes is taken 

from a textual source: in this instance a poem I wrote using the Biblical story of 

Esau’s appetite for material gain as an analogy for humanity’s rapid consumption 

of resources. The four sections of the work respond to images from the four verses 

of the poem: the rustling of insect hordes, scraping and thudding metal machines, 
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the clink of coins and birds abandoning falling trees. Several of the guitar sounds 

used to respond to these textual stimuli, such as the bitones33 which open the 

work, are fragile and quiet when played by a solo instrument. Esau’s Hunger 

explores how these sounds become a heightened, more intense effect when played 

en masse, with the additional support of related electronic sounds. The opening 

soundscape combines the brittle sound of bitones with snapping twigs and 

rustling leaf samples in the electronics. When these bitones are played with a 

plectrum tremolo, the pitch becomes even more indistinct; taken over by the guiro-

like sound of the plectrum scraping across the guitar frets. The ensemble activity 

is frenetic, but the limited dynamic level renders the overall effect a quiet, 

ominous swarm. This texture is a reference to Crumb’s use of tremolo and string 

harmonics in the first movement of his string quartet Black Angels: Threnody I: 

Night of the Electric Insects (1971). Crumb’s musical material is far more 

aggressive, whereas in Esau’s Hunger my intent was to create a brooding 

atmosphere that eventually succumbs to violence.34 This aggression arrives at 

Figure D with distorted electric guitars performing plectrum scratches and 

percussive drumming on the muted strings. The energy from this moment is used 

to drive the piece until its climax at Figure J.  

 

I was aware very early on in the composing process of the exact layout of the 

concert venue, a large cathedral, and was able to use spatialization as a 

significant feature of the live performance. The electric guitar orchestra was 

positioned centrally on stage, with the classical guitars split into left and right on 

 
33 Bi-tones is the technical term for plucking the guitar string between the finger and the nut, isolating a part 
of the string that is usually unheard. Further information on the technique can be found in The Techniques of 
Guitar Playing by Seth F. Josel and Ming Tsao, Baerenreiter 2014. 
34 I appreciate Robert Greenberg’s suggestion that Crumb’s ‘electric insects’ are a reference to American attack 
helicopters, as the metaphor used throughout my poem is the insectoid nature of forestry machinery.  
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opposite balconies. An octophonic speaker array surrounded the audience on the 

ground floor, and I was able to spatialize the electronic parts live in the concert, 

panning the left and right channels separately to create immersive effects. I had 

chosen specific samples for the electronics to take advantage of this capability, 

such as audio of a spinning coin, with the sound physically rolling around the 

audience as it travelled from speaker to speaker. The allocation of instrumental 

material was also carefully planned with awareness of the performers’ positions. 

From Figure A to D, the area of focus gradually shifts from the classical guitars 

on the balconies to the electric guitars on stage, narrowing the stereo field and 

using movement through physical space to parallel the transitioning of musical 

material. At Figure I, the left and right classical guitars mimic a stereo panning 

effect by playing a series of overlapping chords that pass from one balcony to the 

other, before all three groups play at the climax of Figure J. Of course, the process 

of designing a piece for a unique space or physical layout and taking advantage of 

the musical possibilities it offers has strong historical precedent: from Tallis’ 

Spem in Alium (c. 1570) to Varése’s Poéme Électronique (1958) for the Philips 

Pavilion. Esau’s Hunger takes inspiration particularly from the monumental 

seven-hour musical vigil The Veil of the Temple (2003) by John Tavener, designed 

for the acoustic of The Temple Church in London, where the placement of the 

musicians in the space is used to create interesting musical effects. 

 

Esau’s Hunger was premiered in Dominion Chalmers United Church in Ottawa, 

Canada on August 24th 2019. Like The Testimony of John Paton, the premiere was 

recorded with ambisonic equipment, which is a closer approximation to the 

immersive experience of the work than a typical stereo recording. 
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Harmonic Language 

 

I think this is the basic problem of music: the vertical and horizontal 
organisation of pitch.35 – Witold Lutosławski 

 

Always I have been interested in intervals. Not only horizontally in terms 
of melody, but also the vertical results that arise from the combinations of 
intervals.36 – Igor Stravinsky 

 

While the words of these composers must be contextualised by their own personal 

techniques (Lutosławski is referring to his aleatoric counterpoint, Stravinsky 

reflecting on the motivic-intervallic syntax of his serial technique) they are two 

apposite expressions of wider concerns which introduce my compositional 

approach to harmony. These wider concerns are the planning of harmonic 

structure along the two axes of horizontal and vertical, and the use of intervals to 

create coherent musical discourse in a work. In this chapter I will provide a 

descriptive account of how harmony is conceived, structured and implemented in 

my compositions, alongside contextual examples from composers who have used 

similar approaches. The first discussion describes my methods for designing the 

vertical construction of chords. The second concerns the horizontal relationships 

between these chords and the use of interpolation/composite chords to blur 

transitions and create seamless progressions. In the final section of this chapter 

I will show how a recent choral work, Tearing as it is Woven (2019), uses 

techniques found in the practice of Gaelic Psalm singing to enable the integration 

 
35 Witold Lutosławski, cited in The Music of Lutosławski, Charles Bodman Rae, Faber and Faber Ltd., 1994, p. 
78. 
36 Igor Stravinsky in an interview with Jay S. Harrison, New York Herald Tribune 21 December 1952, cited by 
Susannah Tucker, Stravinsky and His Sketches: the Composition of Agon and Other Serial Works of the 1950s, 
PhD dissertation Oxford University 1992, vol. 2, p. 187. 
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of these approaches – primarily a feature of my instrumental writing – into a 

choral medium. Throughout this chapter I want to refrain from aligning my 

harmony, or indeed any element of my music, to one school of thought or practice. 

To my mind, a compositional tool is precisely that; its various applications can 

result in an end-product that vastly differs from the context and aesthetic which 

first employed it.37 I mention this as the procedures discussed in this chapter are 

commonly associated with labels such as twelve-tone serialism, spectralism, 

experimental music, and folk music, none of which accurately describe my musical 

outcomes. 

 

 

 

1.1 Vertical Concerns 

 

As alluded to by the quotation from Stravinsky, my harmony is initially generated 

by the exploration and manipulation of certain intervals, and the chords they 

summate are evaluated after this process. These intervals then form a key feature 

of the harmonic language, for example: a piece may explore a major-seventh as its 

primary interval. This preliminary process of combining or exploring intervals is 

always subjected to aural scrutiny, and chords are edited to produce a result I 

prefer, even if this breaks from the initial intervallic process that spawned the 

material. By pointing out this balance between the pre-determined decisions and 

 
37 For example, my use of interval rotation, described later in this chapter, was a technique developed by 
composers of serial music, but my music does not attempt to be serialist or align with the serialist aesthetic. I 
admire the harmonic consistency which the technique establishes and use it for this purpose. 



H a r m o n i c  L a n g u a g e    P a g e  | 47 
 

those that are taken upon the basis of my own judgement and taste, I want to 

highlight that I consider process a compositional aid, not a rule which must be 

adhered to.  

 

My harmonic vocabulary for a piece is generated from initial resources that I 

discover by experimenting at the piano or guitar. These resources may be a 

progression, or a motivic collection of pitches to which I apply compositional 

procedures. By beginning composition at an instrument my intent is, while 

avoiding reliance on tropes, to incorporate an awareness of instrumental 

conventions and familiar harmonic language or patterns into my work. This 

awareness is key to my choral writing – in which the capabilities of the voice and 

amateur musicians must be considered if performances are to be possible – and 

also my guitar writing. In choral music, appropriate voice-leading and the 

employment of familiar intervals can become steppingstones to lead non-

specialist singers to more complex combinations of intervals. While voice-leading 

is by definition a horizontal process, in a choral context it is a significant factor in 

determining vertical possibilities.38 Tom Wilkinson, conductor of the St. Salvator’s 

Chapel Choir, expands on this point in his analysis of pitching practicality in 

Vaughan Williams’ Full Fathom Five (1951) and my own Hinneni (2016). 

“Crucially, the melodic (i.e. ‘horizontal’) intervals within any given part are 

generally diatonic and straightforward… these simple cells are layered, thereby 

creating a complex texture. As a result, while the pitching required to sing any 

one vocal line is relatively simple, the resultant harmonies are complex.”39 The 

 
38 Obviously, it is not the only factor in making a piece practical. Any element of music can be difficult 
dependent upon the context. However, given its familiarity from the vast majority of choral repertoire, step-
wise motion is one of the most familiar routes for an amateur choir to reach more complex forms of expression. 
39 Composing for a Non-Professional Chapel Choir: Challenges and Opportunities, Tom Wilkinson, from 
Annunciations: Sacred Music for the Twenty-First Century, edited by George Corbett, 2019 Open Book 
Publishers, p. 75. 
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desired vertical goal has to be approached by carefully considered horizontal 

voice-leading. This is the practice of experienced choral composers whose work 

has influenced me: James MacMillan, Sarah Lianne Lewis, Paul Mealor, and 

Alissa Firsova. In Firsova’s Stabat Mater (2014) stepwise motion is used to lead 

the choir onto clusters of close intervals, such as the A-flat, B-flat, D-flat, E-flat 

and F-natural heard at the end of bar 25 in Example 1.1.1. Again, moving by step 

allows Firsova to make a harmonically jarring move to a D major triad in bar 26, 

while not presenting an extreme vocal challenge. 

  

Example 1.1.1: Alissa Firsova’s Stabat Mater, bar 24-29 

 

Example 1.1.2, taken from my piece Asphyxiate (2018), shows an extract in which 

this method is used. Stepwise motion and vocally familiar intervals such as fifths 

and thirds in the individual voice lines lead the choir to more unstable vertical 

areas. The first comes in the clash of B-natural and B-flat on the third beat of bar 

15. Although the sopranos and basses approach this close interval via a leap, the 

distance in the melodic contour of the vocal line is a highly familiar one – a fifth 

in the first sopranos and basses, and a minor-third in the second sopranos. The 
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voicing is also important; the presence of the B-natural at the bottom of the chord 

allows the sopranos to relate their jump to the root note, whereas the B-flat which 

collides with it is approached by chromatic steps in the altos.  

 

 Example 1.1.2: Extract from Asphyxiate, Anselm McDonnell, bar 15-18  

Careful consideration of how this harmony can become vocally accessible means 

it can be achieved comfortably and confidently by a choir. The difficult line in bar 

15 is found in the tenors, but since they have been singing in unison with the first 

altos, it becomes easier to manage their leap to B-flat. The second move to a 

harmony with difficult vertical intervals is found at the end of bar 18 in a seven-

note chord with several inner clusters. Again, each move to a close interval has 

been prepared. The second sopranos and first tenors who leap to an F-sharp have 

heard the two alto parts singing this pitch for three beats beforehand. The outer 

movement in the first soprano and basses is done by steps of semi or whole tones, 

as is the final descent onto a clashing C-natural in the first alto on the last beat 

of the bar. 
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By contrast, the composition of A Slave in the Land of Liberty (2017) gave me the 

opportunity to write for specialist vocal forces. Even with more advanced 

experience and knowledge, a choir’s ability to grapple with material is greatly 

dependent on an awareness of the potential pitfalls in non-idiomatic writing. In 

this work, the harmony continually condenses to a series of close clusters before 

widening out to create a dramatic magnifying and reversing effect. Example 1.1.3 

shows a progression from intervals of fifths in bar 81 to a dense wedge that 

expands out from C-natural.  

 

Example 1.1.3: Harmony condensing towards a cluster via stepwise motion in A Slave in the Land of Liberty, 
Anselm McDonnell, bar 81-83. 

 

The final cluster includes B-flat, B, C, D-flat, E-flat and F in the same octave, an 

extremely tight harmony for a choir to settle on. Because of the expansion 

outwards from the note C, this cluster is vocally approachable. The second basses 

are greatly helped by moving to the B-flat a beat earlier than the firsts move to 

B-natural, as pitching this would have been difficult the other way around. This 

or similar vertical compression and expansion is used throughout the piece, a 
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gesture that happens on a grander scale in the closing bars of James MacMillan’s 

The Confession of Isobel Gowdie (1990), where a diatonic cluster (G major) is 

compressed into a unison C, before crescendoing to fffff in a menacing drone.40 In 

A Slave in the Land of Liberty the effect is reversed by the unison C gradually 

dying away, and instrumentation is reduced until only a single, wavering voice is 

left. 

 

In my instrumental writing I explore more complex vertical relationships. When 

writing instrumental music, serial-rotation technique – or intervallic rotation – is 

my most common method of extracting vertical harmonic material from an initial 

chord, or chord progression. Prevalent in Stravinsky’s late serial music41 such as 

A Sermon, a Narrative and a Prayer (1961) and The Flood (1962), it was used 

extensively in more recent compositions by the late Oliver Knussen, who made it 

a prominent feature of his harmonic language. In rotation technique, the order of 

intervals in a chord or mode is modified, but the values are retained. The 

generated chords, even when transposed, will therefore bear some relation to each 

other even if there are no common tones between them. In Knussen’s music, the 

rotations are typically transposed onto the same initial pitch, so that a connection 

is further established by the presence of a pedal note. Example 1.1.4 shows Julian 

Anderson’s analysis of one chordal set from the opening movement of Knussen’s 

Songs Without Voices (1992).42 The first five intervals of the initial row – major-

 
40 MacMillan’s gesture is likely a reference to Berg’s Wozzeck. In Act III Scene II after Wozzeck murders Marie, 
there is a large dynamic swell on a unison B, bar 109-113, which suddenly expands into an eight-note chord in 
bar 114. 
41 While Stravinsky is most associated with the method, several scholars claim he discovered it in the music of 
Ernst Krenek, specifically the latter’s Lamentations of Jeremiah (1941). Krenek gave Stravinsky a copy of the 
score - which is preserved in the Stravinsky Archive in the Paul Sacher Foundation - and his explanation of 
serial rotation in the foreword is annotated with Stravinsky’s analysis of the technique. Source: Glivinsky 
Valeriy Stravinsky, Krenek and Serial-Rotation Technique, Art History Series 
https://www.academia.edu/20339064/Stravinsky_Krenek_and_Serial-Rotational_Technique Accessed: 08/03/19. 
42 Julian Anderson, Harmonic Practices in Oliver Knussen’s Music since 1988: Part II, Tempo, Issue 57, 2003 
Cambridge University Press pp. 3-4. 
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sixth, major-second, major-seventh, minor-sixth, augmented-fourth – are rotated 

to create a series of pentachords. Each time he rotates the intervals Knussen 

removes the final interval from the row, so that the highest voice will have a 

melodic contour, rather than forming a double pedal between the two outer voices. 

These chords are then transposed onto each pitch of the original row, generating 

more chord series. 

 

Example 1.1.4: Transposed interval rotation on the first note of the row from Songs Without Voices – Winter’s 
Foil by Oliver Knussen (analysed by Anderson). 

 

Rotation is an ideal technique for constructing seamless harmonic atmospheres 

and connecting chords which are not linked by a tonal centre. Shared intervallic 

properties establish relationships between the harmonies and open a variety of 

harmonic directions that remain related to preceding sounds. Harmonic 

development can be achieved by the introduction of new intervals, or the altering 

of old ones by diminution and augmentation. The harmony in my solo piano piece, 

On a Stone Pillow, Jacob Dreamt of Salvation43 (2018), stems from rotation of two 

intervallic sources: the opening hexachord and the triadic cascade that begins in 

bar 26. Example 1.1.5 shows the rotation of the initial hexachord (A1) which is 

transposed downwards by a semitone with each rotation, jumping a minor-third 

for A6. Like Knussen, I remove the final interval from the row so that the topmost 

notes create a more varied contour.  

 
43 Hereafter, On a Stone Pillow. 
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Example 1.1.5: Transposed hexachordal rotations in On a Stone Pillow, McDonnell. 

These chords (and further transpositions) are used throughout the work, but do 

not appear chronologically. The descending bass line and the later interval 

compression have an inward-folding motion, analogous to the somnolent Jacob’s 

attempts to embrace rest. The pervasive annoyance of the reiterated quintuplet 

rhythm – stated on C-sharp in bar 1 – refuses to allow the chords to settle. The 

winding nature of the inner melodic line (shown in blue) was influenced by similar 

textural writing in Thomas Adès work for solo piano, Traced Overhead (1996). 

 

Example 1.1.6: Opening bars of On a Stone Pillow. The winding melody, punctuated by a rapid reiteration of C 
sharp, continually disturbs the surrounding chordal gestures. 

 

 

The second harmonic resource in this work, the triadic cascade beginning in bar 

26, also has rotation applied to it. The strong triadic harmony, presented in a 

descending pattern, is an allusion to similar material in the piano writing of 

Messiaen, where common chords44 are decoupled from their traditional 

 
44 By common chords, I refer to interval collections associated with the tonal analysis of music, such as the 
standard major/minor triads and their added chord extensions. 
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connections. In Messiaen’s La Colombe45 (1929) the flight of the Holy Spirit in the 

form of a dove is represented by a figure of oscillating demi-semiquaver triads 

made of thirds and fourths. In my own piece the triadic chords, rotating and 

compressing intervals of a second, third and fourth, also make a reference to a 

religious image. Here, it is the descent of the angelic ladder from heaven – Christ 

later reveals to Nathanael that the episode is pictorial of his own nature46 – which 

is portrayed.  

 

 

 

 
45 From Eight Preludes for Piano (1929). 
46 In his first encounter with Nathanael, Jesus tells him that ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven 
opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.’ (ESV John 1:51) This statement 
is generally understood by theologians as referring to the language with which Jacob’s ladder is described; the 
bridge between heaven and earth. 
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Example 1.1.7: Bar 25-30 and the rotation of the cascade chords in On a Stone Pillow. 

The practice of rotating a small selection of intervals to create intertwining triads 

is a feature used to great effect in Part II - Bee Piece of Knussen’s Hums and Songs 

of Winnie the Pooh (1983). In this work, these triads are used to create a slowly 

shifting backdrop in the arpeggiated notes of the flute and cello. In On a Stone 

Pillow, a more kaleidoscopic effect is achieved because of the rapidity of the 

rotations. The root pitches of the triads shown in Example 1.1.7 are pre-empted 

by the winding scalic gesture which transitions rapidly up into this second section 

of the music, found in bar 21-22 and again in bar 49-50 and the last two beats of 

bar 52. The lowest note of each cascade chord outlines this scale in reverse, 

gradually sinking back from the upward direction of the rising figure. For 

example, the lowest notes of the first cascade – C-sharp, B-flat, A, D, C-sharp, B 

– are the last six notes of the scale figure reversed.  
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Example 1.1.8: Pitches of the right-hand gesture in bar 21, in reverse these notes are the basis of the chord 
cascades that follow. 

 

The examples from On a Stone Pillow demonstrate how I use intervallic rotation 

and transposition to generate a harmonic vocabulary that has vertical 

commonalities among its chordal voicings. In other pieces, I have also used it as 

a means of establishing internal logic within structures. A contemporary use of 

rotation technique in this fashion is found in Angela Slater’s orchestral work Roil 

in Stillness (2015). In this piece, the pitch structure of the opening solo violin 

melody is used to create the harmonic areas for section A of the work. Slater uses 

“a combination of Knussen’s rotary technique, alongside vertical rotations and 

transposed inversions, to establish a bank of interrelated harmonies.”47 Like 

Knussen, Slater also skips the last interval in the row when generating chords, 

so that there is a functional melodic line. Interestingly, in her orchestration Slater 

 
47 A critical and reflective commentary on a portfolio of compositions. PhD thesis, University of Nottingham. 
Angela Elizabeth Slater (2016), pp. 117-118. 
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moves the pedal note to the highest voice, creating a top-down harmonic function 

that gives a clever illusion of stasis – the stillness referred to in the title.  

 

My piece for chamber orchestra and film, Flicken48 (2019), uses a similar 

approach; it establishes an initial pitch structure as a magnified version of the 

subsequent harmonic discourse. The opening eight bars present six chords 

generated by intervallic rotation. Each chord is transposed onto a pitch from the 

initial row in reverse order; the second chord is transposed onto the sixth note of 

the row, the third chord onto the fifth note, and so on. For these rotations, I 

included the final interval in the row, since the transpositions would mean the 

top note of each chord would form a melody identical to the reverse row. 

 
Example 1.1.9: Transposed rotations from Flicken, McDonnell. The outer notes of each chord are the pitches of 
chord A from the top down. 

 

These chords are divided into three pairs: AB, CD, and EF, creating the harmonic 

structure for the work. After the opening statement, the subsequent harmonies 

draw on resources from these pairs for both horizontal and vertical materials.  

Example 1.1.10: Harmonic plan of Flicken, McDonnell. 

 
48 Flicken is one of the works not included in the portfolio. It is included here to show how this harmonic device 
is used as a larger structural device. 



H a r m o n i c  L a n g u a g e    P a g e  | 58 
 

Flicken is an appropriate example to refer again to the opening statements in this 

discussion, where I described how these pre-determined resources may then be 

subjected to aural scrutiny and editing; I do not view them as rules to be followed, 

but initial canvasses upon which creativity, including divergence, can be explored. 

This is apparent even from the opening two bars; between the orchestra stating 

chords A and B, the bass flute, bassoon and violins interject with several 

overlapping, sinuous melodic lines emphasising F-natural and F-sharp, notes that 

are foreign to both chords. 

Example 1.1.11: Flicken, McDonnell, bar 2-4, melodic lines that emphasise pitches absent from the underlying 
harmony. 

 

The disturbance of the initial vertical ‘poles’ of this chord series is further 

emphasised by shifting the horizontal relationships between them in the 

subsequent sections of the piece, making it unclear where one chord ends and 

another begins. This process leads to a more in-depth discussion about the nature 

of my horizontal harmony. 
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1.2 Horizontal Concerns 

 

Once the harmonic pillars of a work have been constructed, my task becomes 

managing the horizontal relationship of the music: moving from one harmonic 

area to another. The previous section described how these interrelated areas were 

vertically planned, but how are horizontal transitions between them to be 

navigated, especially if there are few shared intervals or tones? While rotation 

establishes strong harmonic relationships, I did not always want to use rotation 

of one row per work, and in other pieces I haven’t used rotation at all. To connect 

chords by non-rotal means, one method I use is interpolation. I began using the 

procedure of interpolation to link distinct harmonies after reading a description 

of the technique by François Rose in his article Introduction to the Pitch 

Organisation of French Spectral Music (1996).49 Analysing the opening chords 

from Murail’s Gondwana (1980), Rose shows how the music flows efficiently by 

means of intermediate harmony created from the “composite of the two adjacent 

chords.”50 A similar approach is taken by Lutosławski in Mi-Parti (1976) where 

each chord keeps certain notes from the preceding one in place. This inspired my 

interest in intermediate harmonies, where the process of blending produces 

fascinating vertical alignments in the cracks between horizontal moves. Example 

1.2.1 is a basic demonstration of this technique, where an intermediate step from 

chord A to chord B is created using tones from each chord.51 

 
49 Introduction to the Pitch Organization of French Spectral Music, François Rose, Perspectives of New Music, 
Vol. 34, No. 2 (Summer, 1996), pp. 6-39.  
50 Ibid. p. 34. 
51 I differentiate this procedure from the practice of ‘suspension’ which is defined as a consonant note 
prolonged in order to become a dissonance which resolves. This language becomes less relevant outside of a 
tonal context, and the arrival at a second chord does not necessarily constitute a resolution, nor does 
interpolation have a cadential function. 
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Example 1.2.1: Construction of a composite chord by merging tones from adjacent chords 

Interpolation creates smooth motion between chords whose intervals are not 

related by rotation – in rotation each chord retains the same set of interval values. 

In my music, interpolation is achieved by staggered movement from the tones of 

one chord to the next, rather than moving homogenously to a composite chord, as 

in Example 1.2.1. The gradual introduction of new tones generates sprawling 

harmonic webs that I use as background landscapes to melodic and gestural 

activity. The first piece in which I applied this type of harmonic construction is 

Two Baptisms in Solway Firth (2017),52 for mixed sextet (string quartet, piccolo, 

and bass clarinet). The strings are given an undulating texture that meshes 

together four chords whose intervallic properties are not related by rotation 

(although all the intervals are larger than a fifth in order to produce wide-register 

chords). As mentioned at the start of this chapter, for some works I decide 

harmonic material based on aural judgement rather than via process, and this is 

the case here. The chords used in this piece were inspired by Saariaho’s use of 

microtonally altered octaves in her opera L’Amour de loin (2000). These intervals 

are used throughout the opera but are notably present in the second tableau of 

act two, where the Pilgrim describes the love-ballads of the troubadour Jaufré to 

Clémence. Starting from the double basses, the strings outline a series of octave 

and major-seventh intervals from a low C-natural, some altered by a microtone. 

 
52 Hereafter Two Baptisms. 
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These stretched and compressed intervals create a resonant chord full of vibrant 

fluctuating patterns that result from the interference of close overtones. My string 

writing in Two Baptisms employs these slight adjustments to equal temperament 

intervals, editing octaves and fifths to become slightly wider or narrower, as 

shown in Example 1.2.2. 

 

Example 1.2.2: Opening string chords from Two Baptisms in Solway Firth, McDonnell. 

 

Heard as a chord progression in which the voices move simultaneously, these 

sonorities have a jarring quality which I wanted to remove by weaving them 

together. The staggered movement of voices creates composite chords between 

each harmony that smooths the horizontal movement between them. The first 

iteration of these four chords takes place quite rapidly in bars 1-7 – see Example 

1.2.3 – so that the opening statement is unsettled and shifts restlessly.  
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Example 1.2.3: Rapid interpolation in the opening seven bars of Two Baptisms, creating a restless beginning. 

 

A greater number of composite chords is found later in the piece; the subsequent 

statement of this material in bars 34-49 slows down the rate of change, spreading 

these four chords over fifteen bars and staggering the movement between tones 

even further. This results in two or three composite chords between each of the 

initial four. 53 

 

 
53 The open strings are not conceived harmonically in these sections; they are used as a purely decorative 
function. 
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Example 1.2.4: Staggered movement creating a greater number of composite chords in Two Baptisms, bars 34-
41. 

 

This string texture is used as a chordal bed for the two woodwinds, which play 

harmonically unrelated gestures that increase in agitation as the work 

progresses. In bars 63-91 this material is augmented again over twenty-eight bars 

– using a different chain of seven chords that contain intervals related to the first 

four. This process of expansion – which is reiterated in the second half of the piece 

from bar 118 – generates a sense of an approaching malignant force, which 

silences the piccolo in bar 96, and then the bass clarinet in bar 161. 

 

While composing Two Baptisms, I found that my use of intermediate harmonies 

gravitated towards static tones that lasted several bars so that there was time for 

each composite chord to be audible. This texture became uninteresting to me due 

to a lack of activity. To mediate this, I interspersed short reiterations of the notes, 

glissandi, and shifts in colour and pressure to inject the music with tension. This 

ornamentation of drone notes generates motion in otherwise static textures. In 

the next work that featured intermediate harmonies, Perelandrian Drift (2018) 
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for Pierrot Ensemble,54 I applied highly decorative figures to intersperse among 

drones, along with gradations in bowing techniques and timbre which subtly 

change the colour of the line. 

 

Example 1.2.5: String writing from Perelandrian Drift, McDonnell, Violin, bar 11-16. 

 

The use of drones and intermediate harmonies in Perelandrian Drift and Two 

Baptisms allowed me to generate continuously shifting harmony; I was interested 

in investigating the static potential of this approach, which I had deliberately 

avoided in both these works. The music is extremely busy, rhythmically complex 

(the strings rarely have aligned rhythms) and explicitly defined. In an effort to 

explore a slower-paced journey through texturally-similar material, I created a 

graphic score (Example 1.2.6) for my piece Stutter (2019) for piano, voice, 

percussion, and live electronics.  

 
Example 1.2.6 Vocal part for section A of Stutter, McDonnell. 

 
54 This work is not included in the portfolio for the sake of brevity. 
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In this work, the vertical construction of chords is given over to the vocalist, who, 

after beginning on a prescribed pitch, uses a loop pedal to build dense chords over 

time. These chords constitute the main body of musical material; the piano and 

percussion decorate the drones with accelerating rhythmic figures that fade in 

and out. The live sampling of the piano and vocal sounds is also unprescribed; 

these improvisatory elements imbue the piece with a fluctuating nature that is 

reflected in the harmonic content. The unfolding of this process is deliberately 

much slower than the rates of harmonic change in Drift and Two Baptisms, as I 

wanted to explore a gradual approach. My reasons for using a graphic score in 

this work were twofold: the presence of a variety of electronic sounds suggested 

that a graphical manner of communication would be appropriate. Secondly, the 

high complexity and specificity of the harmonic discourse in Two Baptisms 

required a very precise method of communication, and the immediacy of a 

pictorial score in Stutter conveys the contrasting concept of the piece clearly. This 

pictorial style informs the performer of the improvisatory, fluctuating identity of 

the piece, which would have taken complex notation and explanation to convey in 

a conventionally-notated work. Aurally, I believe the harmonic discourse of 

Stutter is not dissimilar to the effect created by the interpolation in the string 

writing of Two Baptisms, in this case taking place on a broader canvas and 

unfolding at a more leisurely pace. The style I chose for the score draws on some 

elements of traditional notation – a pitch axis and duration from left to right – 

similar to Rainer Wehinger’s 1970 graphic realisation of Ligeti’s electronic piece 

Artikulation (1958). The medium of coloured pencil was inspired by the work of 

New Zealand composer/performer and poet Cilla McQueen, whose scores are 

hand-drawn or painted, such as the score for Picnic (2006). 
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1.3 Gaelic Psalm-Singing 

 

The congregation sings in unison, unaccompanied as is the custom of the 
Gael, but with a profuse ornamentation of the melody with grace-notes and 
slurs… each singer improving his or her own grace-noted decoration of the 
tune as the spirit moves him. The result is astonishing, for it creates a 
shimmering kaleidoscopic harmony of its own, against which the unison of 
the tune stands out in great strength and dignity.55 

 

This poetic description of the Highland practice of Gaelic Psalm-singing, penned 

by musicologist Francis Collinson, highlights the sonic quality that draws me to 

this Scottish Presbyterian folk tradition: a shimmering, multi-faceted harmony. 

The tradition of Gaelic Psalm-singing centres around the free ornamentation of 

individuals upon a common tune given by the precentor, an ornamentation style 

known as gracing.56 The congregation gathers around the central harmonic pillars 

of the tune’s unisons, while their embellishments flower into complex decorative 

harmony between these points. The lack of a common tempo results in textures of 

free heterophony, and the aural effect bears some resemblances to the harmonic 

weaving I described earlier when discussing harmonic interpolation. The 

harmony progresses in an extremely blended manner, and in Gaelic Psalm-

singing this unfolds in a supple, improvisatory process. In it the free treatment of 

a horizontal element, the melody, results in fascinating and fluid vertical 

complexities. For me, this practice weds both perspectives of harmony discussed 

in this chapter. It is a tradition that is founded upon these two directions, 

although with a different perspective, as Isle of Lewis-based precentor Calum 

 
55 Francis Collinson, cited by Ewan MacLean in The Church Service Society Annual Liturgical Review Volume 
03, Number 02 Nov 1973, p. 60. 
56 See Patrick Millar’s description of the origins of this technique in his chapter Obstacles to Reform II: The 
People, Four centuries of Scottish Psalmody, Oxford University Press, 1950. He links gracing to the decorative 
ornamentation with which singers adorned plainchant in the Middle Ages. 
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Martin points out, “There is the vertical connection between each individual and 

their God… but horizontally at the same time there’s the communal aspect where 

you’re subconsciously or consciously hearing the other people around you singing 

and there’s a toing and froing of the tempo… it sounds like the sea coming in and 

going back out again.”57 

 

This folk tradition interests me for a personal reason as well as musical ones. As 

an Irish Reformed Presbyterian – a denomination with historical roots in the 

Scottish Presbyterian movement of the 17th century – the use of metrical 

psalmody in church worship is a regular experience in my life. The practice of 

metrical psalmody in four-part harmony became popular during the mid-18th 

century as a means of combating what was seen as the wild excesses of gracing. 

The flowing, often discordant harmonic textures of Highland worship were 

described in increasingly derogatory terms by those whose musical tastes it 

offended: 

Every congregation, nay, every individual, had different graces to the same 
note, which were dragged by many to such immoderate length that one 
corner of the church… sung out the line before another had half done: and 
from the whole there arose such a mass of confusion and discord as quite 
defaced this noblest part of Divine Worship.58  

 

As a contemporary composer, this suggests a fertile sonic resource to be 

plundered. As a composer of faith, it is a forerunner to my own worship traditions 

 
57 Calum Martin in conversation with Hugh Sung, A Musical Life Nov 2nd, 2015 22:40-23:20 
https://amusicallife.com/calum-martin-gaelic-singer-songwriter/ accessed 24/09/19. 
58 Robert Bremner, The Rudiments of Music, cited by Patrick Millar in Four centuries of Scottish Psalmody, p. 
139. 
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and represents the historical source of worship practices that sparked my interest 

in music.59 

 

The gracing ornamentations of Scottish folk singing have inspired other 

composers of contemporary music, notably the melodic writing of James 

MacMillan (for example in The Gallant Weaver, 1997) and younger Scottish 

composers he has influenced. A direct attempt to capture the sound of Gaelic 

heterophony can be seen in the opening of Glaswegian composer Lisa Robertson’s 

The Silent Word Sounds (2016). In this choral work, an initial melodic idea with 

decorative tones reminiscent of the Scottish style is used in a heterophonic 

setting. The common occurrence and alignment of the main notes of the tune in 

each part draw the lines towards moments of clarity – such as the emergence of 

the D major chord at the start of bar 2. 

 
Example 1.3.1: Opening melody and piano reduction of bars 1-2 of The Silent Word Sounds, Lisa Robertson. 

 
59 Interestingly, there are strong links between this Scottish tradition and other practices. As Calum Martin 
points out in his interview, there is a history of this musical style in the United States among African-
American Baptist denominations, and also Cree Indian Christian gatherings, although in this context it is 
known as lining-out rather than gracing. Another geographically distant location where this manner of singing 
appears is in the worship of the Coptic Ethiopian Orthodox Church, unfortunately there is no academic 
literature exploring whether these have any links, only observations by the musicians involved in its 
performance. An example can be seen here, the aural result uncannily close to the Gaelic tradition: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XdybDgU1Oe0 
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Having already applied ornamentation to individual voices to create interest 

within a static texture (Two Baptisms and Perelandrian Drift) I became interested 

in applying the freedom of movement found in the Gaelic tradition to my harmony. 

I see this as a natural extension of my interest in the harmonic smoothness that 

results from the three approaches described previously: voice-leading, intervallic 

rotation, and interpolation. All are designed to create flowing and connected 

harmonic motion. In my previous examples, these have been strictly notated and 

controlled, as in Examples 1.2.2-1.2.4. In response to Gaelic Psalm-singing, I 

wanted to explore what happened if vertical alignment was unmoored through 

individual freedom and interpretation on a horizontal plane. My intention was 

not to emulate the precise sound of Highland singing but use its methods to 

influence and enhance the contemporary techniques I employ in my compositions. 

Written in collaboration with poet and librettist Euan Tait, who grew up in the 

Scottish Free Church, the resulting choral work, Tearing as it is Woven, consists 

of two main materials. The first is the use of unison lines which are performed at 

individual speeds, with incredibly rich harmonic results. Unlike the Gaelic 

singing there is no ornamentation, the tempo is the only free element, and the 

choir does not collect around each unison. The tones of the horizontal melody 

instead become a luminous vertical chord that gradually introduces and loses 

notes in a natural process as the singers react to one another. 
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Example 1.3.2: Bar 67 from Tearing as it is Woven, McDonnell, a melody performed at individual tempi. 

 

A parallel example with a similar notational approach can be seen at the ending 

of Piers Hellawell’s Philautia (2014) for three voices. As in Tearing as it is Woven, 

a unison line sung to individual free rhythms creates an undulating texture which 

gradually fades to a single note. 

 
Example 1.3.3: Closing bar of Philautia, Piers Hellawell. 

 

The second source of musical material in my piece is similar but draws more on 

the variation achieved through repetition. In Gaelic practice, the Psalm’s cantus 

is repeated for each verse, and the different decisions of the singers each time 
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produces a familiar, albeit subtly different, result. I emulate this by looping 

various patterns to create a harmonic base under other layers. The repetitive 

reiterations of the material become an unspooling pattern, continually curling 

back on itself to form new iterations. As the individual singers repeat the loop and 

gradually drift further out of sync with each other, the horizontal group of pitches 

becomes a vertical chord.  

 

Example 1.3.4: Bar 29 from Tearing as it is Woven, McDonnell, a looping horizontal material, which will result 
in a vertical chord to underpin the texture. 

 

The harmony in Tearing as it is Woven is constructed by how these pitch groups 

are layered and juxtaposed. Example 1.3.5 shows the harmonic process used to 

generate the linear groups used in the piece, which become vertical as they unfold 

into chords.  



H a r m o n i c  L a n g u a g e    P a g e  | 72 
 

Example 1.3.5: Harmonic processes in the looping material of Tearing as it is Woven. 

The upper staff in Example 1.3.5 shows how the initial pitch of each group is 

transposed downwards to create a feeling of continual descent, a reference to the 

drowning imagery evoked by the poem’s language (which uses the Biblical account 

of The Flood as an analogy for encroaching environmental disaster in our own 

time). The relationship between each collection of pitches is formed by a free 

interval rotation – not ordered as in previous examples – and in the third and 

fourth groups of verse one, wider intervals are added so that as the verse 

progresses the harmony expands. In verse three, this approach changes; the 

harmony expands in group two and compresses again in group three. This is 

further emphasised by the compressing gesture in the basses in bars 72-74, which 

brings the music to a stifling halt.   
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From Example 1.3.5 it can also be seen that interpolation technique is used to 

blur transitions between pitch groups. Each vocal part comprises pitches from a 

distinct group, separated by a few bars. In verse two these sets dove-tail into each 

other; the alto group crosses into the soprano group by six bars, and the third 

group crosses into the final group by one bar.60 These moments create composite 

chords of higher harmonic density than the two groups that frame the transition; 

the harmonic complexity ebbs and flows more intensely in verse two, which sets 

the words which constitute the emotional climax of the poem. 

 

While I have divided the discussions in this chapter into processes where either 

horizontal or vertical considerations predominate, there is obviously a significant 

amount of overlap. Consideration of one harmonic axis leads to resultant effects 

upon the other plane. Careful voice-leading, which functions on a horizontal level, 

is a prerequisite for achieving complex vertical combinations in choral writing. 

Intervallic rotation can be thought of along both axes, creating a row of pitches 

which can then be stacked to form chord sets, or vice versa. Interpolation, a 

compositional tool to smooth the horizontal movement between two chords, 

generates new vertical relationships in doing so. Tearing as it is Woven constitutes 

an amalgamation of my harmonic approaches outlined in this chapter, which are 

brought together in a vocal context by drawing on the practice of Gaelic Psalm 

Singing to establish a familiar context for the language of the work. 

 
 

 
60 It should be noted that though an interpolation of one bar might seem short, since the score is a mixture of 
metrical bars and durations given in seconds while looping continues, a crossing of one bar could take ten to 
fifteen seconds. 
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Aleatoric Music 

 

One may also feel that these young composers presently following the aleatoric path 
may be doing so mainly through an inability to compose musical happenings… In 
any event, to cite unpredictability as a motivation for and reward of aleatoric 
composition seems rather pointless, as it calls into question the value of the act of 
composing itself.61 – Charles Wuorinen 

 

In a narrower sense, the notion of aleatory music is a polemical concept.62 – 
Roland Green 

 

In the 1950s and 1960s, a divergent, but equally provocative (as evidenced by the above 

quotations), branch of compositional thought arose in reaction to the defined, clinical 

processes of serialism.63 Total serialism, the further extension of dodecaphonic serialism, 

increased the level of definition and detail in a work, while in “the aleatory aesthetics… 

absolute control of the material may be relinquished.”64 It is interesting that the 

semantics of the term serialism exhibit a nature parallel to its compositional concerns; it 

has been defined with clarity, precision, and little contention. In contrast, its inimical 

sibling,65 aleatoricism, “is somewhat ambiguous, referring in the broadest sense to works 

that are partially undetermined by the composer, either in their composition or in their 

 
61 The Outlook for Young Composers, Charles Wuorinen in Perspectives of New Music Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring, 1963), pp. 59-
60.  
62 The Princeton Encyclopaedia of Poetry and Poetics, Roland Greene, Princeton University Press, 2012, p. 32. 
63 A significant context for these two movements and the debates surrounding them is the interactions arising from 
composers who lectured/attended the Darmstadt New Music Courses, set up in 1946 and acting as an international hub 
for contemporary music. Darmstadt is often associated with a serial orthodoxy, and the visit of John Cage in September 
1958, where he delivered three lectures titled Composition as Process on his chance operations, proved to be a touchpaper 
for polemics and discussions surrounding the notion of chance. For an extensive overview, see Martin Iddon’s New Music 
at Darmstadt: Nono, Stockhausen, Cage, and Boulez.  
64 Cage Contra Stravinsky, or Delineating the Aleatory Aesthetic, Frank w. Hoogerwerf in International Review of the 
Aesthetics and Sociology of Music, Vol. 7, No. 2 (Dec., 1976), p. 237. 
65 Although serialism and aleatoricism are inimical in the aesthetics and philosophy behind their approach, it has been 
acknowledged that sonically there is an ironic similarity between works of total serialism and the extreme end of 
aleatoric music, both arriving in the same soundworld via opposite directions regarding degrees of control. See 
Hoogerwerf 1976, Rochberg Indeterminacy in the New Music 1960 and Clark Total Control and Chance in Musics: a 
Philosophical Analysis 1970. 
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performance (or both).”66 The difficulty of defining the term itself, and also the wide array 

of words associated or substituted for it, can make it difficult to contextualise work which 

draws on its methods. It should also be noted that while every work of art may be defined 

as open to chance in some sense, “on account of its susceptibility to countless different 

interpretations which do not impinge upon its unadulterable specificity,”67 I am 

examining in this chapter music that deliberately engages with openness by presenting 

performers with a field of possibilities.68 Italian novelist and literary critic Umberto Eco 

classifies this type of artistic object as “works in movement, because they characteristically 

consist of unplanned or physically incomplete structural units.”69 

 

In this chapter I will examine some terms used in connection with aleatoric music and 

draw attention to those I see as relevant to my work and the types of works in movement 

I wish to align myself with. I will provide detailed examples that show my employment of 

techniques associated with Hovhaness and Lutosławski. This will be followed by a 

mention of my motivation for using these techniques in the context of writing for 

amateurs, situating my work within current repertoire composed in the past decade that 

also employs aleatoric counterpoint in this context. Finally, I will discuss two pieces in 

the portfolio which utilize openness outside of counterpoint: as an integral feature to the 

construction of form and as a means of collaboration through guided improvisation. 

 

 

 
66 The Princeton Encyclopaedia of Poetry and Poetics, p. 32. 
67 The Open Work, Umberto Eco, translated by Anna Cancogni, Harvard University Press 1989, p. 4. Originally published 
by Gruppo Editoriale Fabbri, 1962. 
68 A term Henri Pousser uses to descrive aleatory in his work Scambi, writing in La nuoava sensibilitá musicale, Incontri 
musicali 2, May 1958. 
69 The Open Work, p. 12. 
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2.1 Definitions and the Aleatoric Continuum 

 

Aleatoric music is difficult to define partially because it cannot be associated solely with 

any one ‘school’ of thought. A wide range of composers have drawn on it, using methods 

of indeterminacy to varying degrees, with different philosophical reasons, and often 

antithetical musical intent from each other. John Cage, Pierre Boulez, Witold 

Lutosławski, Alan Hovhaness, Mikko Heiniö, Henry Cowell, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and 

Earle Brown are all names that arise in relation to discussions of aleatoric writing – their 

employment of chance as diverse as the music they produced. The term itself gained 

popularity in relation to music when acoustician Werner Meyer-Eppler used it in his 

Darmstadt lecture, Statistic and Psychologic Problems of Sound. Meyer-Eppler described 

ways in which the composer could use electronic means to create ‘aleatoric’ modulations 

in pitch, amplitude and timbre, similar to the natural, random oscillations that result 

from playing acoustic string instruments. While his use of the term was couched in the 

specifics of the electronic processes he was advocating, his broader definition of the word 

had wider application: “a process is said to be aleatoric (from Lat. alea = dice) if its course 

is determined in general but depends on chance in detail.”70 Given the scope of this term, 

I believe the most pragmatic way to discuss aleatoric music is to follow Earle Brown’s 

approach: viewing aleatoricism71 as a continuum on which the composer is relinquishing 

control over certain elements to varying degrees.72 

 
70 Statistic and Psychologic Problems of Sound Werner Meyer-Eppler in die Reihe 1: Electronic Music, Original German 
Edition, Universal Edition, 1955. English translation Theodore Presser Co. 1958, p.55. 
71 The noun for the adjective aleatory, coined by Anthony Cross in The Significance of Aleatoricism in twentieth-century 
Music in The Music Review, xxix 1968. 
72 In his Appendix to the article The Notation and Performance of New Music, The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 72, No. 2, 
Oxford University Press, 1986, pp. 180-201, Brown describes the work of three composers: himself, Morton Feldman and 
John Cage. While defining all three within what he calls ‘the gross generalization “aleatoric music”’, he recognises that 
different aesthetics and methods of operation take place within this definition. He briefly articulates the different extents 
to which aleatory music is used in the oeuvres of these three composers.  
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Firstly, I will mention some terms associated with aleatoricism that are not relevant to 

my research due to their compositional methods or intent; then I will define where on this 

continuum I situate my work. In his book outlining compositional techniques that arose 

in the 20th century, composer David Cope avoids the word aleatoric altogether, opting for 

indeterminacy to describe works ranging from Cage to Xenakis. He defines five categories 

within this term that progress, “from nearly pure chance to relatively controlled 

indeterminacy.”73 My work is fairly removed from the notion of pure chance espoused by 

composers such as Cage and fits more neatly into Cope’s fourth and fifth categories74  – 

the closest to traditionally controlled music. However, within his fifth category, Cope 

conflates several composers under the umbrella of ‘stochastic’ music. This definition is 

problematic due to the word’s recurrent use by Xenakis. While it is true that stochastic 

music generates the same aural experience as other forms of aleatoricism, the route to 

achieving this sonic goal (Xenakis calls this the stable state, or stochos) via stochastic 

methods is inextricably tied to the mathematical basis of this technique.75 In fact, Xenakis 

is scathing of aleatoric music which is not under the complete control of the composer, 

calling it “a truly simplistic activity… once one has emerged from this primary field of 

chance worthless to a musician, the calculation of the aleatory, that is to say stochastics, 

guarantees… a powerful method of reasoning and enrichment of sonic processes.”76 A 

similar tension may arise when the term algorithmic is applied to aleatoric works; it is 

 
73 Techniques of the Contemporary Composer, David Cope, Schirmer, 1997, p. 167. 
74 David Cope’s five categories of indeterminacy: 1. The use of graphic or other indeterminate notations 2. Music 
composed indeterminately but notated traditionally 3. Performer indeterminacy (related to improvisation) 4. Composer 
determinacy of events ordered randomly (mobiles) 5. Composer determinacy of generalized parameters with actual 
material chosen randomly. Ibid. p. 162. 
75 Xenakis states that the aural effect is “the collision of rain or hail with hard surfaces, or the song of cicadas in a 
summer field. These sonic events are made out of thousands of isolated sounds… this mass event is articulated and forms 
a plastic mold of time, which itself follows aleatory and stochastic laws. If one then wishes to form a large mass of point-
notes, such as string pizzicato, one must know these mathematical laws.” He goes on to describe how he employs 
mathematical devices such as probability theory to transcribe in exact notation the sonic compound of a mass event in 
Pithoprakta (1955-56). Formalised Music: Thought and Mathematics in Composition, Iannis Xenakis, Pendragon Press, 
1992 (originally published 1971), pp. 9 and 12-17. 
76 Ibid. p. 39. 
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true of some pieces, but as Cope rightly identifies in his later chapter on algorithmic 

compositions, it is again linked to the employment of mathematical systems in 

composition, usually with the aid of computing. While they are musically random, both 

‘algorithmic’ and ‘stochastic’ are terms that I would hesitate to apply to my own use of 

aleatoricism, given that my processes are not derived from mathematics, forms of 

computer-aided composition, or exact notational representation. 

 

A more accurate precedent for my aleatoric techniques can be found in the work of Polish 

composer Witold Lutosławski, who used a quasi-polyphonic style of aleatoricism: “pre-

compositional sound-interval pattern(s), whose… elements… always give an approximate 

or similar sound result in any performance, the aleatoric organisation of time 

notwithstanding.”77 Lutosławski devised a new term for this, controlled aleatoricism or 

aleatoric counterpoint,78 and deeply explored the potentials of this technique. A slightly 

earlier precedent can be found in the music of Armenian-American composer Alan 

Hovhaness79 (1911-2000), who claimed to have first explored this technique in his piano 

concerto Lousadzak (1944), saying, “I invented much of the so-called aleatory technique 

 
77 The Polyphonic Aspect of Lutosławski’s Music, Jadwiga Paja in Acta Musicologica, Vol. 62, Fasc. 2/3, May-Dec 1990, p. 
185. 
78 Aleatoric here refers to the non-synchronisation of individual lines and the free approach of performers within this, 
while counterpoint is used because the composer still crafts a fixed contrapuntal structure from the fluid elements. It 
should be noted that some have quibbled over Lutosławski’s use of aleatoric, as his practice lies more comfortably in the 
traditional aesthetics of composition. As Hoogerwerf defines it, ‘the traditional aesthetic has always viewed the 
compositional process as one of individual, subjective control – the human mind consciously selecting sound materials and 
organising them into a coherent whole.’ Cage Contra Stravinsky p. 237. Lutosławski’s view of his role as a composer 
certainly aligns with this, as he states, "I do not presuppose any improvised parts, even the shortest, in my works. I am 
an adherent of a clear-cut division between the role of the composer and that of the performer, and I do not wish even 
partially to relinquish the authorship of the music I have written." Lutosławski and His Music, Steven Stucky, 
Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 110. However, Hoogerwerf, along with those who contest Lutosławski’s term, do so 
because they associate aleatory music predominantly with Cage-ian aesthetics, rather than the broader continuum upon 
which this approach takes place, and ignore the initial contribution of Hovhaness to Cage’s development of his own 
aleatoric approach.  
79 Unfortunately, Hovhaness’ work has received little scholarly attention – his music was often modal and drew on 
traditional techniques, sitting outside popular styles of the late 20th century. Perhaps the reason he is not as well known 
for contributing to aleatoric music is that his use of the technique never eclipsed his initial foray into it. Symphony No. 
19, Vishnu (1967), written twenty-three years after Lousadzak and considered the apex of his aleatoric writing, is not 
dissimilar from the manner or musical reason for using aleatoric techniques in his earlier work. For Hovhaness, aleatory 
music fulfilled one specific purpose in his work, and it was unnecessary to expand outside of this - “(it) is an atmosphere, 
or a carpet of sounds. But I’m not interested in making it any more than that… it’s like a cloud but every note of the cloud 
is planned. It’s just that I allow these sounds to be very freely sprinkled… that's the way I wanted to use it.” Conversation 
with Richard Howard in Seattle, October 1983. Howard transcribed their conversation in 2005. 
http://hovhaness.com/Interview_Howard.html accessed 03/10/19. 



A l e a t o r i c  M u s i c   P a g e  | 79 
 

which John Cage took up after he heard my music in New York and saw it, and I did that 

in 1944.”80 Example 2.1.1 shows a passage from Symphony No. 19 (1966) which is a typical 

example of what Hovhaness termed ‘spirit murmur’ – repeating cells which are freely 

reiterated at the individual performer’s tempo, creating a dense web of textural activity 

in the strings.81 

 

Example 2.1.1 Rehearsal Number 7 from Symphony No. 19, Alan Hovhaness, repeating loops in the strings. 

 

Lutosławski’s music shows a more developed approach to organising rhythmical 

structures than Hovhaness’, adding the nuance of creating counterpoint within the 

 
80 While it might be prudent to suspect such a bold claim to innovation from the composer himself, the dates certainly 
seem to support Hovhaness’ statement. The concert he refers to was the 1945 New York premiere of Lousadzak, at which 
both John Cage and Lou Harrison were present and went backstage to meet Hovhaness after the performance. Cage and 
Hovhaness were close friends, working on several projects, including improvising together, while they were in New York. 
Cage, of course, carried the aleatoric idea much further than Hovhaness, who never took it beyond the way he used it in 
Lousadzak. It is interesting though that Lutosławski’s own interest in aleatoricisim was sparked in 1960 by hearing a 
broadcast on Polish radio of Cage’s Concert for Piano and Orchestra (1957-58), and although Cage’s work pushes the sonic 
possibilities of aleatoricism in a different direction from Hovhaness’ writing for the same ensemble, Lutosławski arrived 
back at a related – albeit more advanced – form of expression to Hovhaness after hearing Cage’s work. 
81 Cope and Roig-Francolí both relate this technique (although their example is Lutosławski) to a form of micro-polyphony 
generated by aleatoric writing. Cope Techniques of the Contemporary Composer pg. 101-107, Miguel A. Roig-Francolí 
Understanding Post-tonal Music, McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., 2008, pp. 287-291. 
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freedom of unsynchronized lines.82 Lutosławski’s aleatoric counterpoint,83 “relies for its 

rhythmic sophistication on the complex combination of relatively simple instrumental 

parts.”84 From his first use of the technique in Jeux Vénitiens (1961) to its more developed 

use in Paroles Tissées (1965) and Livre pour orchestre (1968), the composer meticulously 

crafted music of subtly controlled chance to outline large-scale forms. Example 2.1.2 shows 

Lutosławski’s system of layering aleatoric lines to create dense polyphony. 

 

Example 2.1.2 Figure 408 from mvt III of Livre pour orchestra, Witold Lutosławski. 

 
82 While Hovhaness explores this to some extent in Symphony No. 19, his treatment of the idea is not as comprehensive as 
Lutosławski’s. 
83 Polish musicologist Jadwiga Paja-Stach, who has written extensively on Lutosławski, suggests the term diffusional 
aggregation is a more accurate descriptor, but the composer’s term has remained steadily in use throughout the literature 
on his work. 
84 The Music of Lutosławski, Charles Bodman Rae, Faber and Faber Ltd., 1994, p. 77. 
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The outworking and implications of this type of counterpoint are strongly connected to my 

harmonic approach: considering harmonic function on both a horizontal and vertical level. 

Lutosławski stated that the main problem he wrestled with, apart from the complexity of 

notating the material, was not “the organisation of time… but the organisation of pitch.”85 

As Charles Bodman Rae describes, aleatoric counterpoint is closely wedded to harmonic 

planning: it may be planned vertically as an elaborate way of arpeggiating a static 

harmony, or constructed horizontally, creating harmony out of rhythmic variations within 

a collection of individual motifs. Lutosławski also avoids the static nature of arpeggiation 

by “composing some passages that move gradually from one chord to another. In such 

sections there are three stages: where only the notes of the first harmony will be heard; 

where notes of the first and second harmonies will mix and overlap; and where only the 

notes of the second harmony will be heard.”86 My interest in interpolated harmony87 

intersects and complements the use of aleatoric counterpoint, as is shown in my choral 

work Tearing as it is Woven. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 The Music of Lutosławski, p. 78. 
86 Ibid. p. 79. 
87 See Section 1.2. 
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2.2 Aleatoric Counterpoint in my work 

 

Initially, my purpose in employing free counterpoint was to create susurrating backdrops 

to more prominent and defined musical materials. This is similar to Hovhaness’ intention 

in using the technique, placing repeating aleatoric cells in a metrical context to create 

interesting textural landscapes. In the opening of Hinneni (2016) the tenors create a 

bustling texture of whispers as each singer repeats a series of Hebrew words with 

rhythmic independence.  

 

Example 2.2.1: Bars 1-3 of Hinneni, McDonnell. 

Below, the basses cut through with a more defined articulation of the phrase. This cloud 

of sound, to use Hovhaness’ phrase, appears at various stages in the piece, adding a 

rustling undercurrent to the metrical, pitched material. 

 

The reversal of this relationship also creates a striking effect. Rather than using 

aleatoricism to generate a wispy backdrop, a more aggressive unmeasured material can 

assert itself into the foreground over material with a regular pulse. This can be heard in 

Engines of Babel (2019) where several instruments mimic the chugging and throttle of 

engines, surrounded by a riotous churning driven by the piano and percussion.  
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Example 2.2.2: Bars 93-97 of Engines of Babel, McDonnell. 

The bass clarinet and trombone (along with cello and doublebass, not pictured in Example 

2.2.2) have an aleatoric loop which is repeated, accelerating and decelerating individually. 

The dynamic swells cause the repeating chords to flicker in and out of textural focus. The 

music is chaotic, but the aleatoric material still emerges from the sound due to the 

repetitive pitches and the orchestration; the aggressive timbres of the low instruments 

forcing their way forward. 

 

Occasionally, I place restrictions upon the amount of durational freedom offered to the 

individual performer to preserve the desired ensemble effect. This happens primarily in 

the context of a larger ensemble such as a choir where an extreme durational decision by 

one member, for example a significantly slower tempo, could result in isolation from the 

ensemble texture. This happened during rehearsals of Tearing as it is Woven (2019), 

where my initial draft of the work gave complete durational freedom. The ensemble 

collected around a general tempo, but one singer who chose a very different tempo stood 

out. To prevent this, I restricted the performers’ choice within tempo ranges (shown in 
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Example 2.2.3), which hemmed the ensemble into a durational area that produced the 

intended heterophonic effect.  

 

Example 2.2.3: Bars 65-66 of Tearing as it is Woven, McDonnell, a restricted tempo range for the soprano section. 

This decision also provided me with a means of pacing the unfolding discourse of the 

music, as sectional durations became roughly predictable. This tension between 

restriction and freedom was important to navigate in Tearing as it is Woven. The text 

contained a powerful discourse that I wanted to communicate without undermining the 

its pace, whilst still incorporating the free heterophony found in Gaelic Psalm-singing, 

which inspired the work. Lutosławski was also aware of this problem, as aleatoric textures 

have a tendency to create a static effect. In his more mature compositions such as Livre 

pour Orchestre there is a careful balance between free sections and metrical sections that 

drive the music forward; “ad libitum music and music with common pulse, were not 

merely contrasted with each other but were employed as an essential part of the 

construction of the composition.”88 This is why my own work constantly contrasts and 

reframes material in metrical and aleatoric contexts, a fundamental feature of the musical 

argument. 

 

Examples 2.2.1-2.2.3 incorporate aleatoric methods in a similar fashion to Hovhaness’ 

Symphony No.19, juxtaposing free durations with metrical materials by presenting them 

simultaneously. The removal of measurement altogether creates a fluid relationship 

between ensemble members. When this freedom is applied to material that is more 

 
88 Conversations with Witold Lutosławski, translated from the Polish by Yolanta May, Chester Music 1984, first published 
Polskie Wydawnictwo Muzyczne, 1972, p. 49. 
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motivic than textural, it bears strong resemblance to the aleatoric counterpoint of 

Lutosławski’s String Quartet (1964) and Jeux Vénitiens (1961). The outcome of free 

counterpoint here is shifting motivic interactions, different to the creation of ambient 

texture clouds through aleatoric means. In Perelandrian Drift (2018) for Pierrot 

Ensemble, a repeating loop in the violin is used to create an ambient texture beneath a 

series of motifs whose entry is controlled by the conductor, similar to the way Lutosławski 

organises the entries in Jeux Vénitiens. While these modules have a suggested tempo, 

given that the surrounding context is pulseless the motifs themselves are unmoored from 

the surrounding materials.  

 
Example 2.2.4: Opening of Perelandrian Drift, McDonnell. 

 

Example 2.2.5: Third aleatoric section from Perelandrian Drift, the violin and cello provide an underlying texture by 
repeating their loops, while the other instruments present melodic material above. 
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These melodic materials are then recontextualised by presenting similar gestures in a 

metrical context.  Engines of Babel also plays with this re-framing of material. Example 

2.2.6 shows a new context for the repeated note motif from Example 2.2.2. 

 

Example 2.2.6: Engines of Babel Figure K, Number 2 

Here, the suggested tempi are gone, and the performers freely reiterate their notes within 

a given duration of seconds. The surrounding background material is unmeasured, with 

repeating loops in the other instruments creating a susurrating texture. As a musical 

transformation, the development of this earlier material from a metric to unmeasured 

iteration changes the character of the gesture drastically, further emphasised by the 

difference in volume. 

 

For both Perelandrian Drift and Engines of Babel, entry signals are provided by the 

conductor. When writing for ensembles that are not conducted, for example my string 

quartet Enturfment, I used the same solution as Lutosławski did for his own string 

quartet: significant musical moments from one player indicate a cue to progress. In 
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Enturfment, these moments happen at the joins between aleatoric and metrical sections, 

therefore the cue sets the tempo for the subsequent metrical section. 

 

 

Example 2.2.7: First violin cue from Enturfment, McDonnell, alongside a cue begun by the cello’s double-stopped Cs in 
Lutosławski’s String Quartet 

 

 

2.3 Aleatoric Counterpoint & Practicality 

 

From a practical perspective, quasi-polyphonic aleatoricism offers a path to achieving 

complex sonic effects within limited rehearsal time as opposed to a precisely notated and 

texturally complex passage. The incorporation of aleatoricism into one musical parameter 

(generally rhythm) allows performers to give greater attention to other parameters where 

more complex demands are being made. This brings elements of instrumental 

experimentation to the forefront, allowing the composer to draw on the performer’s 

technical knowledge of their instrument. American composer Catherine Lamb uses 

stemless rhythmical durations to create aleatoric textures where pitch is of primary 

importance, a key consideration due to her interest in very precise microtonal harmonies. 

This can be found throughout her work, including her pieces Parallaxis Forma (2014), 
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Orbis Ascendentes (2016) and Curva Triangulus (2018). The simplification of one musical 

parameter allows for considerable focus upon other elements. Example 2.3.1, an extract 

of writing from my string quartet Enturfment (2018), is a useful illustration of this.  

 

Example 2.3.1: Aleatoricism used in Enturfment, McDonnell, to simplify certain parameters, allowing for more attention 
and nuance in others. 

 

The two parameters of pitch and rhythm are simplified, so that musical concentration is 

focused on three other elements: gradations of bowing speed, direction and pressure, 

vocalisations, and a detailed series of dynamics. By using aleatoric notation to remove 

concerns about rhythmic duration and speed, and keeping the pitch material static, 

greater nuances in the timbral qualities of the sound can be explored. Even when the piece 

is being sight-read, there is more notational information about these elements of the 

sound, so the performer is more likely to consider these of primary importance. Since the 

piece was written for a workshop situation these were necessary considerations during 

the composing of the musical materials. 

 

A similar approach can be found in Angela Slater’s Eye o da hurricane (2017). The preface 

gives the context of the composition: a short twenty-minute workshop in which performers 

had little time to put the piece together. Slater uses stemless notation and free iterations 
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of boxed material to create complex rhythmical relationships through aleatoric means (the 

performers play from the full score, which is only a few pages long). 

 

Example 2.3.2: Extract from Eye o da hurricane, Angela Slater. 

 

Practicality, while often absent from discussions around aleatoricism in favour of the 

significant philosophical and aesthetic implications of the style, has been a motivating 

factor for several composers to take up its techniques. Hovhaness, whose contribution to 

aleatoric music was discussed previously, wrote Lousadzak to be performed by the 

amateur orchestra he ran, when he noted that “a lot of people laughed about it (aleatoric 

notation). My amateur orchestra, however, didn’t laugh. They enjoyed it because it gave 

them a rest from things that they had to count and play in rhythm – in this, all they had 

to do was just play it very freely.”89 Hovhaness’ technique crops up in several other works 

for amateurs, such as Ani Symphony (1972), written for a high school wind band 

conducted by his friend and keen interpreter of his music, clarinettist Lawrence Sobol. In 

education, the suitability of aleatoric compositions to a teaching environment has been 

 
89 Alan Hovhaness in conversation with Richard Howard, 1983. 
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noted, educator Leland Kuchler pointing out that “all students, not just the gifted ones, 

can apply their creative energies to… performing aleatoric music.”90 The practical 

application of this suitability has contributed to the success of initiatives such as 

Contemporary Music for All (CoMA),91 a UK charity formed in 1993 that commissions and 

archives works appropriate for music education and performance by non-specialists and 

mixed-ability groups. Scores available from CoMA’s extensive catalogue feature a range 

of aleatoric techniques and open parameters, including instrumentation. This aspect of 

performability could be a strong motivating factor for composers to employ aleatoric 

elements in workshops, events with minimum rehearsal, and music written for leisure-

time musicians.92 

 

Aleatoric techniques appear quite often in recent works for amateur choirs, as a way of 

accessing unfamiliar sonic territories without requiring singers to grapple with 

completely alien material. Young British composers such as Martin Humphries, Rosie 

Clements, Joanna Ward and Edmund Hunt have employed these methods in their choral 

writing in recent years.93 Irish composer Seán Doherty, who writes extensively for choirs, 

showcases a range of aleatoric techniques in his works, A Crazed Girl (2015), Under-Song 

(2014), Testament (2014) and Doire (2012). An extract from the end of A Crazed Girl shows 

Doherty’s use of the same notational style as Hovhaness, Lutosławski, and Rautavaara: 

repetitive loops with an indication to perform at an individual tempo.  

 
90 Musique Concréte and Aleatory: Two Ways to Recapture Interest, Leland F. Kuchler in Music Educators Journal, Vol. 
59, No. 6, Feb. 1973, p. 43. 
91 And was also the motivation behind the formation of the experimental Scratch Orchestra. 
92 Another recent resource for work using open elements is the Adopt a Composer scheme run by Sound and Music, which 
pairs an emerging composer from the UK with an ensemble of leisure-time musicians. A quick survey of the pieces 
written over the past few years for this scheme shows that aleatoricism is a commonly employed technique. 
93 See Edmund Hunt’s Vita Hominum (2018), Rosie Clement’s In Reginald’s Garden (2017), Joanna Ward’s sisters (2019) 
& Martin Humphries’ The Land of Lost Content (2016 revision for choir & piano). 



A l e a t o r i c  M u s i c   P a g e  | 91 
 

 

Example 2.3.3: Repeating loops in A Crazed Girl, Seán Doherty. 

My own piece Esau’s Hunger (2019), for double guitar orchestra and electronics, contains 

multiple examples of repeated loops generating busy textures or counterpoint. Example 

2.3.3 shows a passage where several loops of quick, nervous gestures are heard 

simultaneously in the electric guitars (there are multiple guitarists to each part). 
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Example 2.3.4: Extract from Esau’s Hunger, McDonnell, showing repeated loops of material, performed independently by 
several players within each part. 

 

Above this foundation, the acoustic guitars play a metrical melody which gradually loses 

its pulse until the whole orchestra is playing aleatoric material. The dense conglomeration 

of activity drives the music towards its climax where the performers add their voices to a 

loud sustained chord, choosing freely from the notes they can hear or harmonise with. The 

orchestras were made up of mixed-ability performers, so most sections of the work are 

created from aleatoric cells which can be layered, juxtaposed, and repeated to produce 

complex textures. My common approach to these textures in the piece is to accumulate 

sounds towards a moment where the activity halts and becomes sparse again. This was 

inspired by Irish composer Piaras Hoban’s piece All pennies are the same (2009). Also 

written for guitar orchestra, Hoban’s work uses aleatoric loops to dramatically juxtapose 

moments of frenzied activity with calmer passages. While he cycles through these at a 

faster pace, forming a discourse of interruption, Esau’s Hunger uses these dramatic cuts 

more sparingly to create sudden directional changes at key moments in the piece.  
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Obviously, aleatoric writing is not limited to composing for the specific occasions that have 

been mentioned. Composing for amateurs/workshops is not the primary or only reason 

historically that composers have turned to aleatoric expression. However, for the 

aforementioned composers – including myself – these practical considerations give context 

to why some composers, whose work is otherwise notated with precision, feel the need to 

employ aleatory music to make their language more practical for specific situations.  

 

 

2.4 Beyond Aleatoric Counterpoint 

 

As evidenced by the previous discussions, aleatoric counterpoint is the main open element 

in the pieces of this portfolio. This technique constitutes the most controlled point on the 

aleatoric continuum: Cope’s fifth category where the composer has predetermined most of 

the musical parameters. The two works examined to conclude this chapter represent an 

exploration of other aleatoric methods where the composer relinquishes more musical 

elements, providing a performer with more opportunities to be involved in the ‘completing’ 

of the work. Since these pieces are my initial foray into these methods, these strands have 

potential for subsequent research in my development as a composer outside of this 

portfolio. 
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Aleatoric Form 

 

My work for solo viola, The Testimony of John Paton (2017), was conceived as a large-

scale piece that explores aleatoric structure through mobile form. While aleatoric 

counterpoint became my primary focus in the aleatoric element of my portfolio 

compositions, chronologically this piece was my first considered and extensive interaction 

with the methods, implications, and notation of aleatoricism.94 The concept of the piece 

was influenced by Boulez’s Third Piano Sonata (1957 rev. 1963), in which Boulez grappled 

with the dichotomy of placing rational determinism alongside open form. How open the 

work truly is has been subject to debate.95 Drawing on his interest in the literature of 

Joyce and Mallarmé, especially the latter’s Livre, the Sonata consists of a collection of five 

formants which the performer can navigate freely, with some stipulations. Within these 

formants, such as in the second, Trope, further decisions are to be made. Boulez’s 

definition of formant as “a specific fixed structure, which is, however, moveable as a whole: 

thus the formant in itself is fixed… but its place within a work may vary,”96 is a useful 

term to apply to the mobiles in The Testimony of John Paton, which function in a similar 

manner. In my piece there are nine formants that vary considerably in length and musical 

character. Unlike in Boulez’s work, there is no aporia between serialistic determinism and 

the freedom of aleatoricism. The musical material of each formant is distinct and 

deliberately unrelated. Instead, the purpose of the performer’s decisions is to craft a 

 
94 There are small experiments in earlier works such as Hinneni, seen in Example 2.2.1, but this was my first conscious 
decision to create a piece where the aleatoric element was a core feature of the work. 
95 Anne Trenkamp argues convincingly that, in the central movement at least if not the whole work, ‘Boulez has loaded 
the dice of chance: he has only conceded to the performer the things that do not matter; the perceptible structure is 
decided by Boulez himself.’ This is the result of the limitations of choice Boulez provides the performer with, and the fact 
that some of the choices result in identical aural juxtapositions of texture, in some sense nullifying the influence exerted 
by the performer upon the music. The Concept of ‘Alea’ in Boulez’s ‘Constellation-Miroir’ in Music & Letters Vol. 57, No. 1 
(Jan., 1976), pp. 9-10. 
96 Boulez in Conversations with Célestin Deliége Eulenberg 1976, pg 81, quoted by Alastair Williams, New Music and the 
Claims of Modernity, Ashgate, 1997, pp. 51-52. 
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unique musical journey through the materials provided, with the preceding and 

subsequent choices changing how a formant is perceived. Each formant has a descriptive 

title, and the performer is advised in the preface to navigate the structure by connecting, 

or juxtaposing, these words. Two performances may contain the same formants, but their 

relationship to the other formants will change and shape the overall narrative of the work. 

Following Boulez’s decision, I have placed some restrictions on how the formants may 

relate, for example, some formants may not be repeated, and others have ossia staffs 

which must be performed during a second iteration.97  

 

In my initial experimentation with mobile form in the piece Testimony, for solo horn, I 

found that mobiles that were too similar in length and character negated the effect of 

having an open form, as it was unclear when a new section was present. Drawing on 

Messiaen’s mosaic form (where sharply contrasting materials quickly succeed each other) 

I composed each formant with a different character and texture. The performer’s chosen 

order therefore has more tangible consequences on the unfolding drama of the work than 

if the mobiles were not discernibly different. Examples 2.4.1-2.4.3 shows the opening of 

three contrasting formants, Idols, Reunion, and War. 

 

 

Example 2.4.1: Bars 1-4 of Idols. 

 
97 A contemporary example of these kinds of imposed limitations can be seen in the ordering of the movements in Piers 
Hellawell’s string quartet Family Group with Aliens (2019). 
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Example 2.4.2: Bars 1-4 of Reunion. 

 

Example 2.4.3: Bars 1-2 of War. 

Idols has a quick, dance-like melody that gradually becomes more frenzied. A performer 

might choose to escalate the tension of this formant by moving into the aggressive fervour 

of War, or dissipate it with the Senza Misura opening of Reunion, followed by its languid, 

twisting melodies. All the formants except for Anguish and the ossia staffs of Reunion 

(both of which may close the work) end with gestures that have an ambiguous or 

unresolved character so that the performer is not provided with a musical suggestion for 

which mobile to progress to. 

 

 The Testimony of John Paton also provides a further level of engagement with Eco’s 

notion of a work in movement by experimenting with the means by which the listener 

receives the work. In a live performance, the participants in the control of the work’s 

structure are the composer and performer. However, the piece was also filmed with VR 

and recorded with ambisonic microphones for the possibility of an immersive viewer 

experience. Through the use of YouTube’s timecodes (enabling a viewer to skip to different 

locations within the recordings) a technologically-mediated performance is created where 

structural control is given to the viewer. The participating interpreters in the work’s 
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structure now include the composer, the performer (who decided the order of recording 

the formants), and the viewer, who has freedom to navigate, end formants prematurely, 

and begin them mid-discourse. While there is less of a conversation between composer-

viewer and composer-performer here – my stipulations of how the formants may interact 

become meaningless, as there is no reason to expect the viewer will follow them – this 

mediated form of the work remains true to the original concept of the piece and expands 

upon it.98 

 

Collaboration through Aleatoricism 

The second piece in which I sought to explore aleatoric methods beyond creating 

counterpoint was Stutter (2019). Stutter incorporates significantly more open elements 

than the other works in this portfolio, giving a greater amount of control over to the 

performers. Elements of duration, interaction, and even instrumentation are left open to 

some degree, and the material itself is suggested by guidelines, rather than specific 

notation. Example 2.4.4 shows the full vocal part, which is graphically notated with the 

key performance instructions communicated primarily by text. The main idea, an 

aggregate chord whose pitches are freely selected within a rough area of the vocalist’s 

range, is similar to the concept of Paragraph 7 of The Great Learning (1971) by Cornelius 

Cardew where performers choose their initial notes. Like Cardew’s work, Stutter places 

emphasis on the importance of listening for the unfolding of harmonic structure, not in 

 
98 This possibility of private iterations of an open work was pre-empted by composers such as Pousser. Discussing his 
1957 piece, Scambi, Pousser reflects on the possibility of a listener playing several sections of his work simultaneously, or 
recording it and playing it back in their own order. If the technology was available and inexpensive, the general public 
could create a private musical construct. While technology at the time was unavailable to the masses, this experience is 
now ubiquitous. It could be said that even beyond open works, private musical constructs are a major feature of music 
consumption. The format of streaming facilities, dividing larger works into individual tracks and allowing for the creation 
of playlists, practically encourages listeners to create musical experiences distinct from the larger works: to take one 
movement from a Beethoven symphony, and then one from another symphony, and so on, without digesting the work as a 
whole. 
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an ensemble context, but to the gradual construction of a chord through use of a loop 

pedal. 

 

 

Example 2.4.4: Vocal part from Stutter. 

The openness of this material brings this work more clearly in line with Eco’s description 

of a work in movement. The aleatoric counterpoint described earlier in this chapter has a 

predictable aesthetic effect: “differences between performances of the same work are 

usually slight, and in many cases not discernible,”99 and may be performed inaccurately, 

a problem Lutosławski reflects on in conversation with Tadeusz Kaczyński.100 Stutter, 

however, varies considerably in length and content with each performance. Even the 

character is unique to each iteration, since there are no expressive directions. As Kurt 

 
99 The Music of Lutosławski, Charles Bodman Rae, p. 78. 
100 Conversations with Witold Lutosławski, pp. 77-79 and 115-123. 
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Schwitter writes in the instructional information for his text work Ursonate (1932): 

“Correct reading requires the use of imagination.” 

 

While I see Stutter as departing from the traditional distinction between composer and 

performer, I do not view it as a move towards Cage’s attempts to use aleatoricism to 

“diminish the role of the self in the creative act,”101 and de-personalise composition.102 

Rather than using chance operations to make nonintentional sounds – the motivation 

behind pieces such as Cage’s Music of Changes (1951) – this work uses aleatoricism as a 

means of collaborating through co-creation: authorship is not erased, but distributed103 

and shared. In this sense, the freedom offered here is that offered to an improvising 

musician: a set of boundaries within which exploration is encouraged, or as Eco describes 

it, “the possibility of numerous different personal interventions, but… not an amorphous 

invitation to indiscriminate participation.”104 It is also impossible for me to view this piece 

as an attempt to undermine my own authorship, as I am one of the work’s primary 

interpreters. Stutter was written with PANIC music ensemble, a Belfast-based trio with 

 
101 Silencing the Sounded Self: John Cage and the Intentionality of Nonintention, Martin Iddon, p. 316. 
102 In connection with Cage’s notion, the question may be asked whether the aesthetic implications of aleatoricism are 
inimical to my position as a composer of faith (outlined in the Context section of this commentary), particularly one who 
subscribes to the Calvinist theology that God has sovereignly predetermined the course of history, and undermine my 
theological inspirations and the way these influence my musical decisions. Aleatoricism has certainly been seen as 
problematic by other composers of faith, notably Messiaen, who stated: “Personally, I don’t believe in chance… because 
I’m a Christian… for God who sees everything simultaneously, there is no chance. Further, I think that in art there is one 
truth, one version that is good, a choice which is operated automatically by genius.” Conversations with Olivier Messiaen 
Claude Samuel, tr. Felix Aprahamian, Stainer & Bell Ltd, 1976, p.123. The question is complex, and as a theological and 
aesthetic issue, lies outside the scope of this commentary. While I cannot deal with it at length, I argue briefly in this 
section of the chapter that my aleatoricism is not founded on, or seeks to achieve, Cage’s intentional purposelessness. It is 
a particular method of chance rooted in his personal beliefs, mockingly derided by Boulez as, “quasi-oriental philosophy.” 
Secondly, I do not subscribe to the Romantic idealisation of the artist as a genius or god-like figure who chooses one 
version of what is good in art (some scholars believe Messiaen indicates he does at the end of his statement). Embracing 
what is unpredictable from the artist’s perspective does not necessitate a belief system founded on chance, rather, it may 
be seen as an embrace of creatureliness and limitation. Theologically, Calvin actually addresses this issue in a wider 
discussion that distinguishes Christian Providence from the Stoic notion of fate and describes how the believer is to live 
in the light of this doctrine: “because the issue of all things is hidden from us, each ought to apply himself to his office, as 
though nothing were determined about any part.” Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God, John Calvin, tr. J.K.S. 
Reid, 1552, repr. James Clarke, 1961, p. 171. Paul Helm summarizes, “The providential order is not fatalistic, but it is 
intelligently purposive… we ought not to believe what is false, but to suspend our judgement respecting the shape of the 
future… so it is appropriate to act in ignorance of what God has decreed for the future.” Calvin, Indefinite Language, and 
Definite Atonement in From Heaven He Came and Sought Her, 2013, Crossway, pp. 102-104. 
103 This language draws on the terms distributed creativity and collaborative emergence, coined in a 2009 study by Sawyer 
and DeZutter to describe shared creative outcomes generated through collaborative means. Stacy DeZutter & R. Keith 
Sawyer, Distributed Creativity: How Collective Creations Emerge from Collaboration in Psychology of Aesthetics, 
Creativity, and the Arts, 2009, Vol. 3, No. 2, American Psychological Association. 
104 The Open Work, p. 19. 
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whom I perform. The piece developed during rehearsals as it was refined over many 

iterations, and most of the instructions for its performance were discussed verbally among 

the group with feedback and contribution from the other two members. As we performed 

the piece in concert it was honed further as we continued to shape the music, dependent 

upon what we viewed as successful or undesirable performance decisions. The notation 

serves as a performance reminder of these discussions and decisions rather than a 

comprehensive or definitive representation of the music. Instead, I see the recordings of 

PANIC’s performances of the work as the most informative resource for other ensembles 

who might wish to perform it. 
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Writing for the Voice  
 

I have always been very sensitive, perhaps overly so, to the excess of connotations 
that the voice carries, whatever it is doing. From the grossest of noises to the most 
delicate of singing, the voice always means something, always refers beyond itself… 
105 – Luciano Berio 

 

The relations between voice, music, and machine are being transformed in newly 
complex ways… The efforts to separate voice from noise, or to reclaim voice from 
noise… have yielded place to a much more complex and dynamic sonorous and 
musical economy, characterized by rapid exchanges of meaning and libidinal 
charge between living voice and dead noise, integrity and cut-up, event and echo.106 
– Steven Connor 

 

Historically, the oeuvre of composers influenced or inspired by their personal faith often 

contains a significant portion of vocal music; given the importance of singing religious 

texts in most faiths, this is hardly surprising. For contemporary composers writing sacred 

music, the 21st-century presents an intriguing challenge: are the vocal developments of 

the 20th and 21st centuries (referred to in the above quotations) inimical to the setting of 

sacred texts, where audibility and semantic communication are an important factor?107 

Although comprehensibility is important in the context of worship, as theologian Dr. 

Jonathan Arnold points out, “for many contemporary composers of Christian sacred 

music, the religious liturgy is by no means the only intended destiny for their music, nor 

is it necessarily a significant motivation for composition.”108 For composers writing 

theologically informed music for the concert hall the concerns for audible clarity of the 

religious message are not as determining a factor as they are for the worship service, but 

 
105 Luciano Berio, Two Interviews with Rossana Dalmonte and Bálint András Varga, tr. and ed. David Ormond-Smith, 
1985, p. 94. 
106 The Decomposing Voice of Postmodern Music, Steven Connor, New Literary History, Vol. 32, No. 3, Voice and Human 
Experience (Summer, 2001), p. 482. 
107 From my own religious tradition, proponents of the Reformation famously denounced the use of excessive polyphony in 
worship for this precise reason. “The unique gift of man is to sing knowing that which he sings,” (Calvin’s Preface to the 
Genevan Psalter, Leben 2 No. 2, 2006) said Calvin, highlighting the importance of understanding and comprehension of 
what is sung. While often stereotyped as being anti-music, statements on music by thinkers like Calvin and Luther must 
be read in their context as being comments on the music they believed suitable for worship. It is evident elsewhere in 
their writings that these restrictions were not applied to music in general. 
108 Sacred Music in Secular Space, Jonathan Arnold, in Annunciations: Sacred Music for the Twenty-First Century, ed. by 
George Corbett, OpenBook Publishers 2019, p. 331. 
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still present a challenge. Since my own work is not intended for liturgical worship, I 

embrace the voice as a medium for expressing religious text, while also engaging with its 

disintegration – one of the prominent characteristics of avant-garde and modernist 

treatment of the voice. Although there is freedom here in the detachment from the liturgy, 

a difficult tension can arise at the intersection between these musical and religious 

motivations: is disintegrating sacred text blasphemous? Issues of irreverence and 

sacrilegious expression confront artists of faith when musical concerns create tension with 

the clarity of the religious message, and this treacherous tightrope is navigated in a deeply 

personal manner.109 My own approach for balancing these is to use the voice’s 

disintegration to cloak the meaning of words and gradually unveil them, as I believe this 

draws out deeper reflections and new perspectives on familiar religious words. To me, this 

represents an approach which navigates the challenge of being faithful and respectful to 

the message of the words, while also acknowledging that in a work where artistic 

expression is one of the goals, musical demands may at times be more prominent. Indeed, 

all the approaches to vocal writing discussed in this chapter flirt with inaudibility; it is 

this liminal area between words as conveyors of semantic meaning or sonic objects with 

acoustic properties that most intrigues me.  

This chapter sets out my approaches to vocal writing, contextualising the techniques I 

draw on with historical examples and contemporary literature that expands or builds 

upon these practices. The discussion is divided into four areas of reflection, which progress 

from the use of the sung voice to its role as a resource for noise: the impact of sacred 

polyphonic music upon my choral writing, the decomposing of the voice, the 

disembodiment and expansion of the voice by electronic means, and vocalisations for 

instrumentalists. 

 
109 See James MacMillan’s, Michael Symmons Roberts’, and Rowan William’s essays on MacMillan’s Parthenogenesis 
(2000) and the tension between art and theology in Sounding the Depths: Theology through the Arts, Jeremy Begbie ed., 
SCM, 2002. 
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3.1 Textures using multiple Voices 

The oldest Western vocal technique I employ, and the one most commonly associated with 

the development of Christian sacred music, is polyphony. It remains a staple technique 

for choral composers writing today, with the past thirty years even seeing a resurgence of 

interest in the height of the Renaissance’s polyphonic challenge: pieces for forty part choir, 

in response to Tallis’ iconic Spem in Alium (1570c).110 Broadly defined, polyphony is, “a 

combination of several simultaneous voices of a more or less pronounced individuality.”111 

I draw on polyphony’s traditional properties as a means of generating dense choral 

textures, featuring multiple crossing lines at the same tessitura. My common starting 

point is using imitation to create a passage out of a single melodic line. The familiarity of 

the initial melody is an anchor-point from which the choir can expand into individually 

distinct lines. Example 3.1.1 shows the opening phrase of Asphyxiate, which immediately 

becomes the basis for a series of imitative lines. 

 
Example 3.1.1: Bars 1-4 of Asphyxiate, McDonnell. 

 
110 Among others, see Giles Swayne’s The Silent Land (1996), Gabriel Jackson’s Sanctum est verum lumen (2005), Jaako 
Mäntyjärvi’s Tentatio (2006), Alec Roth’s Earthrise (2010), and most recently James MacMillan’s Vidi Aquam (2020) 
commissioned by the Ora Singers. 
111 Harvard Dictionary of Music, Willi Apel, Harvard University Press, 1950, p.593. 
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The opening first alto phrase is the material for an imitative passage in the upper voices 

in bars 4-7, with the rhythmic relationships becoming denser towards the centre of the 

phrase. This establishes a pattern that will be present throughout the piece: an initial 

phrase opens out into a polyphonic texture with multiple layers of metric activity, before 

settling again to a unified rhythm to end the phrase. Examples of this can be found 

throughout Asphyxiate,112 which consists of sections where dense polyphonic phrases 

overlap to create dove-tailing textures. 

 

The rhythmic values of a later passage from the work can be seen in Example 3.1.2, 

showing a move from a more homophonic texture to polyphony and back. At the beginning 

of the phrase, the parts are mostly in rhythmic unison, becoming slightly unaligned in bar 

12. By bar 13, the centre of the passage, the texture has increased in polyphonic activity, 

with four independent rhythmic lines. The individuality of these lines is enhanced by the 

text-setting: the word placement and length are different for each voice. Heading into bar 

15 the burst of activity calms down and the words become more aligned.  

 
112 Bars 4-10, 11-18, 16-30, 31-36, 54-59, 60-64. 
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Example 3.1.2: Rhythmic chart of the upper voices in bars 11-15, Asphyxiate, McDonnell. 

While it might be expected that a cadential point has been reached, indicated by the 

dissipating of the polyphonic texture, the lower voices enter with another phrase and 

delay the cadence for three bars. This is similar to how Renaissance composers use 

diminishing textural activity to imply an approaching cadence and subvert this by the 

early introduction of another phrase, as in the Agnus Dei from Byrd’s Mass for Five Voices 

(1593c.), and Palestrina’s Sicut cervus (1604). The density of rhythmic layering is used in 

my work to shape the activity of vocal textures and control the intensity of the polyphony.  
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The previous examples from Asphyxiate show how I use polyphony to shape the direction 

of a musical phrase and suggest or delay cadences. Another process by which I generate 

active textures is layering distinct materials, rather than employing imitation or linked 

motivic patterns. This use of texture can be seen in the work of several contemporary 

choral composers: Wind on the Island (2005) by Mike D’Ambrosio and Not Been Found 

(2019) by Lillie Harris. In David Fennessy’s Letter to Michael (2014), an emotive texture 

is built by stacking layers of material: glissandi in the sopranos, trilled notes in the altos, 

and percussive accents in the tenors and basses. I draw on this technique for several 

sections in A Slave in the Land of Liberty. In the central section, depicting the violent 

storm that overtakes Reilly’s ship, the altos provide the initial layer of the texture: a motif 

first sung by the basses at the beginning of the work. 

 

Example 3.1.3: Bars 33-35 Alto melody, A Slave in the Land of Liberty, McDonnell. 

This line is punctuated by brief ascending gestures from the sopranos, tenors and basses, 

akin to the splashing froth tossed up by waves. Above the busy texture a bass soloist 

narrates with spoken text, shouting to be heard across the dense thicket of choral sound.  



W r i t i n g  f o r  t h e  V o i c e   P a g e  | 107 
 

 

Example 3.1.4: Bar 38, punctuating gestures from the other voices, imitating each other around the central alto line. A 
Slave in the Land of Liberty. 

 

Later in the piece, the use of spoken text becomes a layer of material for the upper voices 

of the choir. Example 3.1.5 shows this layered texture: the basses repeat a sung ostinato 

pattern below several layers of shouted and spoken text. The narrating soloist continues 

describing the chaos of the situation as the ship’s passengers are tossed about, their 

vocalisations ranging from expressions of anger to fervent prayers. These words are 

broken into onomatopoeic syllables at bar 61, the percussive crashes of ‘bo’ and ‘kss’ a 

musical image of the falling boxes and barrels within the ship’s cargo hold.  
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Example 3.1.5: Bar 57-58 of A Slave in the Land of Liberty, layers of spoken and shouted text above sung materials. 

Passages combining sung and unpitched vocalisations can be seen in the work of Dieter 

Schnebel, notably throughout his piece Amazones (1993), which moves from a series of 

unpitched vocalisations to the introduction of sung textures. Several textures in A Slave 

in the Land of Liberty capture a similar feeling of dense, heightened activity. 

 
Example 3.1.6: Bar 84-87 of Amazones, Dieter Schnebel, showing a similar manner of choral layering. 
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3.2 The Decomposed Voice 

 

The enjoyment and exploration of language’s acoustic properties, not just its semantic 

meaning, have been with us as long as language itself; a powerful tool employed by poets 

of every age and tradition.113 The music inherent within language114 led to a growing 

compositional interest in the decomposition of the voice in the 20th-century: the 

fragmenting of speech and singing into a wide range of vocal utterances previously 

considered undesirable and unmusical. Poets were already experimenting with the rich 

resources of syllabic utterances in these areas. Pieces such as Stockhausen’s Gesang der 

Jünglinge115 (1955-56) were find a parallel in the sound poetry of the Futurists and 

Dadaists at the cusp of the 20th-century (Khlebnikov, Kruchenyk, Marinetti, Ball, Tzara) 

in which, “the phonematic aspect of language became finally isolated and explored for its 

own sake.”116 Sound poetry arose from post-war social and artistic reactions, and there 

are rich philosophical and cultural implications117 underlying their approach to the voice. 

However, it is the acoustic result which influences me, despite the fact that some of the 

original motivations behind these explorations are antithetical to the Christian beliefs 

that underpin my own art. It is this emphasis on language as a sonic material that has 

led to engagement from composers across the stylistic spectrum, as Nancy Perloff points 

 
113 For one example, see the discussion on ancient Hebrew poetry in the Portfolio Overview under Eyewitnesses of His 
Majesty. Connections are formed through a variety of means, including the sonic qualities of syllables. 
114 Along with the advent of tape and electronics, which prompted detailed explorations of the voice’s qualities and 
nuances. 
115 Interestingly, this work engages with the issue raised at the opening of the chapter: the relevance of audibility to 
religious text. Based on an extract from the apocryphal third book of Daniel, Stockhausen divides the electronic 
manipulation of the text into seven different stage of comprehensibility and uses this a structural device. 
116 Sound Poetry – a Survey, Steve McCaffrey from Sound Poetry: A Catalogue, ed. by Steve McCaffrey and bpNichol, 
Underwich Editions, Toronto, 1978. http://www.ubu.com/papers/mccaffery.html accessed 26/02/20. 
117 The two movements, which developed around a similar time, shared several elements: anti-authority and anti-past 
sentiments, and reactionary actions that distanced themselves from previous art forms (for the Futurists, this was 
necessary to embrace the innovations and new understandings of the future, whereas the Dadaists reacted to the logic 
and aesthetics of capitalist society by exploring nonsense and irrationality). Notable examples include Ball’s sound poem 
gadji beri bimba, and Khlebnikov’s development of zaum, a universal poetic language which divested words of meaning 
and embraced symbolism in its sounds. Ball linked this development to a concurrent movement in art, poetry discarding 
language as art had discarded the object. 
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out in her essay on the relationship between sound poetry and the musical avant-garde: 

“in the twentieth century, poets and composers followed parallel trajectories by exploring 

a radically new conception of poetic and musical sound.”118 Operatic examples can be 

found in Oliver Knussen’s children’s opera Where the Wild Things Are (1983) and Ligeti’s 

Aventures (1962), which use syllabic utterances to create wild and rhythmic gestures.119 

In choral music, a minimalist and focused approach to this technique can be seen in David 

Lang’s the little match girl passion (2008). Lang uses the rapid reiteration of one syllable 

to enhance its importance and disassociate it from the source word. In two movements 

from Lang’s piece, 1: come, daughter and 13: when it is time to go, an alto or tenor soloist 

obsessively hammers out staccato syllables on a pedal note. The other voices sing 

comprehensible text, but with less intensity, creating an eerie and striking juxtaposition 

with the soloist’s material. In A Slave in the Land of Liberty, I use the same technique to 

bring three key syllables to the forefront as the piece progresses: the ‘n’ of John and the 

‘lo’ and ‘ly’ of lonely. Gradually through the piece these syllables highlight the crux of the 

writer’s turmoil: loneliness.  

 

Example 3.2.1: Rapid syllabic reiterations in A Slave in the Land of Liberty, McDonnell, bars 36-38, alto soloist. 

 

Rapid bursts of syllabic vocalising can also be found in my vocal duo Ezer. The syllabic 

writing in this work draws on the striking manner of vocal delivery found in the writing 

of Salvatore Sciarrino. Sciarrino’s vocal lines are quiet and intimate, often constructed of 

 
118 Nancy Perloff, Sound Poetry and the Musical Avant-Garde: a musicologist’s perspective in The Sound of Poetry/The 
Poetry of Sound p. 97. 
119 Musicologist and vocalist Zeynep Bulut observes that, “Ligeti attempts to destroy the possibility of a meaningful text, 
and to work on the texture of the voice as an assemblage of sounds.” Theorizing Voice in Performance: György Ligeti’s 
“Aventures” in Perspectives of New Music, Vol. 48, No. 1, Winter 2010 p. 51. 
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long, held notes followed by rapid melismatic flurries that sound close to emotionally 

heightened speech. The technique arose from the composer’s desire to, “find a new solution 

to music theatre… any kind of theatre now has to be conditioned by cinema.”120 This style 

can be seen in Sciarrino’s many operas, such as Luci mie traditrici (1998), and in his 

chamber work 12 Madrigali (2007) from which the following example is taken.  

 

Example 3.2.2: I from Sciarrino’s 12 Madrigali. 

The closeness of Sciarrino’s writing to the microtonal inflections and hasty rhythms of 

speech leads to a high level of clarity (as opposed to lengthy melismatic writing) and focus 

upon syllabic differences. As Irish composer Ian Wilson points out, “the text is always 

clear because there is very little to obstruct its perception.”121 While Sciarrino uses these 

rapid syllabic gestures to deliver words with more semantic force, my own writing in Ezer 

 
120 Salvatore Sciarrino in conversation with Andrew Clements in The Guardian Mon 15 Jul 2013 on the occasion of the 
first staging of Luci mie traditrici in the UK, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/jul/15/salvatore-sciarrino-
interview-andrew-clements accessed 28/11/19. 
121 Ian Wilson writing on vocal techniques in contemporary opera for The Journal of Music, Does the Fat Lady have to sing 
like that? 1 May 2002, https://www.journalofmusic.com/focus/does-fat-lady-have-sing accessed 28/11/19. 
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uses this effect to draw attention to the acoustic qualities of the syllables themselves: 

highlighting the percussive nature of consonants in the Hebrew language. 

 

Example 3.2.3: Extract from page 3 of Ezer, McDonnell, where the two vocalists are engaged in quickfire dialogue. 

 

The initial explorations of sound poetry sought to detach words from their semantic 

function, but it was with the linguistic experimentation of François Dufrêne, whose ultra-

lettrism investigated, “the full expressive range of predenotative forms: grunts, howls, 

shrieks, etc,”122 that non-verbal sounds and noises became the salient materials for 

artistic exploration within sound poetry. In contemporary vocal music, works like Pauline 

Oliveros’ Sound Patterns (1961), Luciano Berio’s Sequenza III (1966), and Georges 

Aperghis’ Récitations (1978) paralleled this interest in the detritus and noise of 

vocalisations.123 This focus upon the decomposed voice is evident in my work Threads & 

Ribbons for solo baritone. The piece transitions rapidly between pitched and unpitched 

material, both using detailed performance instructions to indicate different manners of 

vocal production. The unpitched material draws on the same techniques used in Ezer, fast 

syllabic utterances which have a contour that indicates the placement of each sound in 

the singer’s range. These are further defined by instructions such as spoken, unvoiced, 

 
122 Sound Poetry – a Survey. 
123 Again, a close link can be drawn between these two artforms: “The musical avant-garde’s expansion of the “field of 
sound” through extended techniques, modifications of traditional instruments, and inventions of new sound resources had 
important precedents in the poetry of the Russian and European avant-gardes, in which the use of onomatopoeia, 
neologism, and repeated morphemes entailed a new virtuosic use of the human voice.” Nancy Perloff, Sound Poetry and 
the Musical Avant-Garde p. 114. 
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slightly voiced, and breathy. In discussion with the performer, Czech baritone Vojtěch 

Šembera, we decided that using these text instructions was more natural than codifying 

different notations for each sound. The most complex array of unpitched sounds take place 

from Figure B to C, shown in Example 3.2.4.  

 

Example 3.2.4: Threads & Ribbons, McDonnell, passage following Figure B. 

The two words of and frost become linguistic resources for acoustic effects, as in the work 

of early sound poets. François Dufrêne’s later developments of non-verbal noises were 

influential on the more extreme breath sounds and the rolled tremolo. This passage is 

extremely demanding due to the amount of air and energy required for the explosive puffs 

on f, frr and ha. The vocalist is required to navigate rapid timbral changes on the second 

system: progressing through three different types of spoken material before an extended 

rolled rr sound which varies in speed. The intensity of this section is dissipated by the last 

gesture, where the whispered phrase, “etched on his skin,” dies away until it becomes 

exaggerated, over-pronounced mouth movements: it acts as the sonic aftereffect of the 

removed words. 
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Composers like Trevor Wishart have explored the transformability offered by the voice’s 

hybrid nature: the flexibility of producing voice and noise in quick succession or transition. 

Threads & Ribbons draws upon this interplay between traditional vocal production and 

noise utterances. Passages of unpitched vocalisations are interspersed with sung melodic 

passages, and some gestures transition from singing into noise, as in Example 3.2.5 below. 

 

Example 3.2.5: Page 1 of Threads & Ribbons, McDonnell, a line transitioning between sung notes and unpitched noise. 

Pieces such as Wishart’s Vox Cycle (1986) and Dieter Schnebel’s für stimmen (... missa 

est): dt 31,6 (1958)124 also play with the fact that, “the human voice lies somewhere 

between traditional instrument sources and the electro-acoustic medium because it is 

such a rich and flexible sound-producer.”125 Threads & Ribbons pushes the voice’s 

capability of flexibility by navigating difficult and rapid transitions that require a high 

level of control to perform effectively. 

 

At the end of Threads & Ribbons written instructions guide the singer towards the 

production of strained sounds: the strangulated effect of the widening vowel in bar 42 and 

the rough, gritty distortion on the final word, “hammer.”  

 
124 A choral work setting the text of Deuteronomy 31:6. 
125 Sound Composition, Trevor Wishart, Soundohm 2014, p. 52. 
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Example 3.2.6: Vocal distortion at the end of Threads & Ribbons. 

In an earlier passage, the music becomes reinforced by the presence of two notes as the 

vocalist uses the technique of throat-whistling to create a melody over a low pedal note. 

This exploration of the timbral nuance of the singing voice in Threads & Ribbons stems 

from my interest in the decomposed voice: consideration of the singing voice as noise, and 

how it may be investigated. These ideas have been explored extensively by American 

composer Kate Soper in chamber pieces such as Voices from the Killing Jar (2012), Ipsa 

Dixit (2018), and Only the Words Themselves Mean What They Say (2011). Another 

example is the work of New York-based ensemble Roomful of Teeth, whose pieces 

incorporate a variety of vocalisations such as overtone singing, vocal distortion, and 

‘belting’ techniques from popular styles. My experimentation with strained vocal sounds 

in contrast to traditional vocal production draws particularly on techniques found in V: 

Mad Scene from Soper’s Voices from the Killing Jar.  
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3.3 The Disembodied & Expanded Voice 

 

Sound poet Bob Copping has commented that tape recording, “by its ability to amplify and 

superimpose, and to slow down the vibrations, has enabled us to rediscover the 

possibilities of the human voice, until it becomes again something we can almost see and 

touch.”126 This process of rediscovery, closely connected to the exploration of the 

decomposed voice in 20th-century modernism, has led to a variety of approaches to using 

electronics to enhance the voice’s possibilities. One manifestation of this has been 

experiments with the disembodied voice: a recorded voice detached from its speaker.127 

Successors to the medium of tape, leading to digital audio manipulation, have vastly 

increased our ability to manipulate audio signals, detaching the voice from its source and 

rearticulating it as an incorporeal instrument.128 Perhaps it is because the voice is our 

naturally embodied instrument that we are drawn to detaching it in this way and making 

it acousmatic. It is both familiar and jarring to us when heard through the Pythagorean 

veil of electronics. Aphasia (2010) by Mark Applebaum, plays with this concept: the 

audience sees a performer, but hears vocal sounds that do not originate with the singer. 

Aphasia is for a silent performer and fixed media track in which the performer 

synchronizes hand gestures with disembodied vocal utterances from the electronics. The 

choreography of the piece attaches a sound to a visual action which is not the source, 

suggesting that the performer’s voice has been displaced from the vocal cords to the hands. 

Other composers have used electronics to create pieces that remove semantic meaning 

from the voice by repetition, until the words become noise. Pieces like Steve Reich’s It’s 

 
126 Some Statements on Sound Poetry, Bob Copping in Sound Poetry: A Catalogue. 
http://www.ubu.com/papers/cobbing.html accessed 26/02/20. 
127 The disembodied voice has a rich cultural history, of which electronic manipulation is an extension: see Steven 
Connor’s Dumbstruck: A Cultural History of Ventriloquism, Oxford University Press, 2000. 
128 For example, Pierre Henry & Pierre Schaeffer’s Symphonie pour un homme seul (1950). 
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Gonna Rain (1965) and Jacob ter Veldhuis’ Jesus is Coming (2003)129 decompose spoken 

phrases and words: splicing them into smaller elements and using these as materials. 

While the sounds are clearly vocal in origin, their treatment renders them somewhat 

inhuman in that any physical performer would be incapable of producing them, and their 

constant barrage over time divorces them somewhat from their meaning.130 A slightly 

different approach is taken by Gavin Bryars’ in his work Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me 

Yet (1975), where repetition of a longer sample draws attention to the nuanced details and 

musicality of a homeless man’s gruff singing. 

 

Two of my pieces in this portfolio incorporate the use of the disembodied voice through 

electronics. The first is my work for double bass and electronics, Shards on a Beach (2019), 

which plays with the interaction between the performer’s live sounds and the pre-

recorded, acousmatic sounds of the fixed media track. Example 3.3.1 shows a passage 

where the performer speaks over a passage of percussion and pizzicato (the percussion 

staff shows the performer’s vocalisations and percussion on the instrument). 

 
129 Veldhuis, known more commonly by his persona Jacob TV, has created a strongly original and provocative style based 
on his use of vocal samples from American media. 
130 This is partially why Veldhuis’ style is so provocative, as his audio sources often address deeply unsettling topics, but, 
in my opinion, desensitize and diminish their gravity by the sheer onslaught of repetition. 
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Example 3.3.1: Bars 53-57 of Shards on a Beach, McDonnell. 

The electronics playback doublebass sounds and speech over this music, but with 

variations that gradually fragment the relationship between the player and the fixed 

media. This is most obvious in the list of spoken objects, with both parts initially referring 

to the same items (string, glass), but the electronics gradually diverge until different 

words are present. The second use of the disembodied voice is found in Esau’s Hunger. 

Here, the music hints at a quasi-religious character by evoking elements of Biblical 

annunciations: declarations from God to man through an acousmatic voice. The recorded 

voice in Esau’s Hunger whispers a hushed poem full of Biblical metaphors and references, 

with a pointed moral message. Spatialization of this voice around the venue suggests an 

omnipresent narrator commenting on the actions of the ensemble. 

 

Electronics have also been used to expand the voice’s capabilities for live performance. 

Vocal composer/performers like Joan La Barbara, Larry Wendt, and Agnes Hvizdalek 

have used live-signal processing to transform acoustic sounds, for example in Barbara’s 
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Erin (1980). The concept underlying Pauline Oliveros’ Expanded Instrument System, an 

electronic sound-processing system for improvisers, is that electronics can expand an 

instrument’s timbre, capabilities, and expressive potential. Oliveros’ motivation for 

designing EIS was, “to challenge myself as an improvising performer... a more nuanced 

performance could be realised if none of the sources were pre-recorded… I enjoyed the 

sensation of my acoustic sounds transforming before my ears as the sounds came back to 

me.”131 In my trio Stutter, the voice is expanded by various electronic attachments, 

allowing it to mimic the infinite sustain of a string section through use of a loop pedal. 

The vocalist sings one note, which is recorded on the loop, and then gradually adds others 

to create a lengthy, sustained chord. As the piece progresses, sounds from the other 

instruments gradually spill into the loop through the vocalist’s microphone, creating a 

texture of accumulating intensity. The vocalist also manipulates electronic feedback by 

allowing the sound of the amplifier to spill into the microphone, creating a signal loop, 

and amplifying or decreasing the volume via the amplifier’s controls. In the first version 

of this work, live electronics were used to sample the piano part, creating a loop which 

could be manipulated in the same manner as the vocals. The later version,132 which 

removed this element, uses percussion instead to interact with the vocalist’s looping 

chord. 

 

 

 

 
131 The Expanded Instrument System (EIS): An Introduction and Brief History, Pauline Oliveros, in Future of Creative 
Technologies, Journal of the Institute of Creative Technologies, ed. by Andrew Hugill and Tracy Harwood, Issue 1, De 
Montford University, 2006, p. 21. 
132 The second recording of Stutter provided in the portfolio is a performance from Dublin City University Chapel, where 
the lengthy decay time of the acoustic was used by the performer to interact between the initial production of the sound 
from the amplifier and its response in the performance space, much like some of the effects of Oliveros’ EIS. 
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3.4 The Voice in Instrumental Ensembles 

 

American composer Matthew Burtner has remarked, rather wryly, “the fact that all 

instrumentalists have vocal cavities, not just singers, has not escaped the attention of 

composers.”133 From the latter half of the 20th century into our own, the voice has found a 

plethora of new roles and functions within ensembles: not through the addition of a singer, 

but as an extension of the instrumentalist’s contribution. There are varied motivations 

behind composers’ inclusion of the voice in this manner. For composers of experimental 

music theatre, such as Mauricio Kagel, the voice (along with gestures and visual elements) 

offers a route to metaxis134 – the liminality between musical performance and theatre. 

Failing: A Very Difficult Piece for String Bass (1975) by Tom Johnson is a good example 

of this: the double-bass player is required to perform increasingly intricate chromatic 

material while delivering a monologue about the difficulty of the task the player is 

engaged in. Jennifer Walshe’s work, My Extensive Relationship with Mr. Stephen Patrick 

M. (2007), also draws strongly on the theatrical elements of musical performance: the 

ensemble members are each required to speak and act as well as play. Some of my own 

work draws on this evocation of theatre, such as Two Baptisms and the Creation formant 

from The Testimony of John Paton. In Creation, the voice breaks apart the sentence “Then 

God said, “let us make man after our likeness,”135 into its constituent words and constructs 

a spoken rhythmic pattern with them. This pattern combines with the material played on 

the instrument to create a sense of musical propulsion. The words, however, retain their 

audibility, and contribute not just to the musical function of this passage but also the 

 
133 Matthew Burtner in Making Noise: Extended Techniques after Experimentalism, an article published online March 1st 
2005 by New Music USA. https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/making-noise-extended-techniques-after-experimentalism/ 
accessed 20/02/20. 
134 Discussed earlier in the Portfolio Overview under Two Baptisms in Solway Firth. 
135 Genesis 1:26, King James Bible (1611). 
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drama suggested: God fashioning humankind out of dust and dirt, the industry of such 

craftwork represented by the squeaks and clattering of the viola part. 

 

Example 3.4.1: Bars 2-3 of Creation. 

 

A similar attempt to introduce liminality to musical performance, but for a different 

purpose, can be heard in the work of Chinese composer Tan Dun, who uses a variety of 

vocal techniques to blur the distinction between performance and ritual. Using, “an 

extreme vocal style that extends the work of such mid-century European composers as 

Peter Maxwell Davies and Luciano Berio,”136 Dun often asks orchestral musicians to, 

“squeal, growl… utter piercing yells… shout, breathe heavily and provide vocal drones.”137 

Dun’s aim is to incorporate elements of Chinese ritual into Western symphonic traditions. 

Designating this style orchestral theatre, Dun employs these vocalisations in works like 

Orchestral Theatre I: O (1990, rev. 2002) as an attempt to answer the question: “How, or 

if, a classical orchestra could sound not classical? Could it convey the sense of another 

culture, a ritual of instruments and vocalization?”138 

 

In contrast to evoking culturally associated music or other artforms such as theatre, some 

composers use vocalisation as an extended technique. This is the case for composers like 

George Crumb, who includes singing and whistling in pieces such as Vox Balaenae (1971) 

 
136 Blurring the Boundaries: Tan Dun’s Tinte and The First Emperor by W. Anthony Sheppard in The Journal of 
Musicology Vol.26 No.3 Summer 2009, p.300. 
137 Review: Tan Dun: On Taoism; Orchestral Theatre I; Death and Fire – Dialogue with Paul Klee by Michael Oliver in 
Tempo New Series No.191, Dec. 1994, p.64. 
138 Tan Dun’s synopsis on Orchestral Theatre I:O http://tandun.com/composition/orchestral-theatre-i-o/ accessed 20/02/20. 
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and Music for a Summer Evening (Makrokosmos III) (1974), Frederic Rzewski, who calls 

for whistling in Variation 35 of The People United Will Never be Defeated! (1975), and 

Helmut Lachenmann. In Lachenmann’s guitar duet Salut für Caudwell (1977) the two 

performers are required to vocalise syllables in a robotically detached fashion over a 

steady marching pattern in the instrumental line. 

  

Example 3.4.2: Bars 71-75 of Salut für Caudwell, Helmut Lachenmann. 

For pieces such as these, the main motivation for using the voice appears to be sonic: the 

voice as an extension of the ensemble’s timbral range.139 This context informs my use of 

the voice in Engines of Babel and Enturfment, which both employ vocalisations as 

contributions to an instrumental texture that draw on noise as a distinct element. 

Example 3.4.3 shows a passage from Engines which combines vocalisations with similar 

instrumental sounds. 

 
139 However, all the pieces mentioned have some extra-musical intent behind the kind of vocalisations that are called for. 
In the Crumb pieces, the context surrounding whistling and singing suggest references to the titles: whale-song for Vox 
Balaenae and religious plainchant for Hymn for the Nativity of the Star-Child, part of movement III of Music for a 
Summer Evening. In Rzewskis’ piece the whistling evokes the popular political tune on which the variations are based, 
and Lachenmann’s syllabic vocalisations are deconstructed words from Marxist critic Christopher Caudwell’s Illusion and 
Reality (1937). 
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Example 3.4.3: Bars 107-111 of Engines, McDonnell. Strings are excluded from the example for spacing purposes, but have 
similar material. 

 

From an orchestration perspective, the reason these vocal sounds blend well with the 

instrumental materials is due to similar methods of production. In bar 108, the voices use 

a sibilant shh which combines with the trombone and piccolo trill and tremolo: all these 

sounds rely on directing a constant stream of air. Sibilants are used throughout the piece 

in conjunction with wind instruments to emulate the sharp air sound of steam being 

released. The staccato effect of the vocalists’ hands stopping the airflow in bar 109 mimics 

the sharper, percussive attacks produced on the glass pieces and the trombone’s slap-

tongue. Other sounds, while not sharing the same production methods, have a related 

sonic result and their combination enhances the original sound. The v vocalisation in bar 

111 adds an extra colour to the distorted ‘motorbike’ effect in the guitar; the quick and 
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intense vibration of the lips bears sonic similarities to the distortion effect, which is 

produced by clipping the peaks and troughs of the audio signal’s wave form. 

 

The closing bars of my string quartet Enturfment yield some further examples of 

orchestration decisions that incorporate vocal effects into the ensemble sound. Three 

players from the quartet bow on the wood of the instrument to produce an unpitched, 

steady noise akin to heavy breathing. The instrumentalists whisper the word ‘bloom’ and 

extend the vowel into a breathy half-whistle.  

 

Example 3.4.4: Closing bars of Enturfment, McDonnell. 

Timbrally, the two sounds are so hard to distinguish that it becomes difficult to pinpoint 

the source. The liminal area created by vocally mimicking or adding to instrumental 

sounds results in vocalisations functioning as a sonic extension of the instrument’s 

possibilities, arising naturally from the sounds inherent to the instrument itself. In this 

context, the voice’s traditional role is supplanted: here the voice accompanies the 

instrument. As Steven Connor points out, “there is within the history of Western music, 

a struggle between the voice and musical sound as such.”140 When noise is embraced as a 

musical material, the distinctions between voice and instrument become eroded, leading 

 
140 The Decomposing Voice of Postmodern Music, p. 467. 
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to the malleability that Connor described in the quotation at the beginning of this chapter: 

“living voice and dead noise, integrity and cut-up, event and echo.”141 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
141 Ibid. p. 482. 
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Appendix  
Compositions excluded from the Portfolio 
The compositional themes and explorations discussed in this commentary took place 
across a large number of pieces composed during my PhD, not all of which could be 
included. They are listed here for context and to show that the various instrumental 
mediums mentioned were investigated thoroughly, even if there is only one representative 
work presented in the portfolio. These can be heard at http://www.anselmguitar.co.uk/ to 
provide further context to the portfolio. 

 

Anthem for Doomed Youth (2017) – SATB Choir – 4:50 minutes 

Maeshowe Scrawls (2017) – String Quartet – 3:00 minutes 

Psalm 16 (2017) – SAT Choir – 4:20 minutes 

Sir, we wish to see Jesus (2017) – Flute, Cello & Piano – 7:10 minutes 

Dancing While Others Sleep (2018) – Flute, Harp & Viola – 8:00 minutes 

Hywel Harasses the Haze with a Yellow Umbrella (2018) – Piano Trio – 3:30 minutes 

Introit (2018) – SATB Choir – 1:20 minutes 

More than Gold (2018) – SATB Choir – 5:30 minutes 

Perelandrian Drift (2018) – Pierrot Ensemble – 6:40 minutes 

Testimony (2018) – Horn – 6:30 minutes 

Children, the wide world over (2019) – Children’s Choir – 3:50 minutes 

Crossing the Firth (2019) – Electronics & Voice – 9:10 minutes 

Circle Machines (2019) – Toys, Electronics & Octophonic Speaker Array – 5:30 minutes 

Eloheinu (2019) – Male Choir – 3:30 minutes 

Five Scenes from a Retro Viewer (2019) – Flute, Harp & Viola – 7:50 minutes 

Flicken (2019) – Chamber Orchestra & Film – 4:50 minutes 

Hiraeth am nefoedd (2019) – Classical Guitar – 12:40 minutes 

If ye love me (2019) – SATB Choir – 4:00 minutes  

Laniakea (2019) – Orchestra & Female Choir – 4:00 minutes  

Sparrows’ Anthem (2019) – Choir & Oboe – 6:30 minutes 

The Blue Bird (2019) – Male vocal sextet – 4:20 minutes  

Where I go, I hear the noise (2019) – Voices & Electronics – 9:40 minutes 

Common Places (2020) – Voice & Piano Trio – 11:00 minutes 
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