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Chance Monsoon

I have written quite a few works for guitar, though most of them are for electric guitar.
When Soichi Muraji asked me to write a piece for acoustic guitar, I thought it would be a
nice chance to explore the possibilities of writing for that instrument. I always found it tricky
writing for the guitar due to limitations on holding chords as well as the softness of the
instrument. While working on Chance Monsoon, as usual, I would send all of the fragments
I had written that day to Soichi. He would record video of himself playing the material and
then send it back to me. We did this almost every day until I finished writing the piece.
Toward the middle of the piece, I discovered a surprisingly wonderful effect - quick,
fluttering arpeggios using combinations of normal notes and high-pitched harmonics.
The music unfolds from the first arpeggio at a breakneck pace (but always gracefully) and
smoothly elides into a warm, song-like section.
The sound of the guitar is like a piece of small jewellery and I am continually figuring out
how to spin it into a big world, or a whole universe.
How can I project to the world from this sensitive, beautiful instrument? That was my aim for
this work.
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Uto

This is a piece for 4 Japanese taiko drums. It is named after the Uto area of Japan, where there
is a Taiko festival and where the commission came from.
As it was my first time for Japanese Taiko drums, I naturally researched the instruments but I
also researched the culture of the area. I was not inspired by the actual music itself, but more
interested in the fact that there are Taiko pieces designed to generate rain (perhaps from
heaven?) for their crops, I imagine. The middle section of the piece is the “rain” section for me.
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two little piano pieces

SekSek
Ayatori

Every few years, I write small piano works just for myself, without commissions or requests
from anyone. I do this to go back to the basics of composing, so I can try out new methods
and systems. In order to create these methods and systems I put strict limits on the piece.
For instance I might develop a rule like “no more than 3 notes can be played at the same
time”, or “no pedal”, or “right hand and left hand always move together” etc. In these little
pieces I go back to basics, as if I were learning the piano as a small child.
By writing these pieces I unearthed new compositional techniques which I then applied to
several works - including large orchestral works and concerti - where these new systems are
developed and in use.
I also decided to write these two little pieces in August 2011, because my child was due
to be born in a month and my wife banned me from starting work on any large scale
commissions. So I wrote these little pieces to find a flexible new composition system whilst
waiting for my daughter to come out into the world. A week after I finished, she arrived.
Seksek is Turkish for “Hopscotch”. Ayatori means “Cat’s Cradle” in Japanese.
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Neo

for shamisen

Until now, I have never written for the shamisen.
For me personally, Japanese instruments are the cliché music we hear in Japanese
restaurants outside of Japan, or what we see on New Year’s Day television programs in
Japan.
When Honjoh Hidejiro commissioned this work, I realized I needed to do extensive research
to be able to write for the shamisen. I worked closely with Hidejiro, as he would be the
player who would premiere this piece, and we exchanged ideas through lots of Skype
sessions as well as emails, with me sending him portions of written music and then listening
to his recordings.
“neo” is a part of the shamisen.
For some reason, I had a rather cartoonish or comic book-like image about the instrument.
Like some ninja or samurai who plays shamisen, and a part of the shamisen is a samurai
sword, or something (yes, I watch too many movies and too much TV).
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Rare Gravity
Since my daughter was born, at this point, two years ago, I have written several pieces
whose inspiration has been drawn directly from her. This piece is about what I imagine
what it would be like to float on the water inside a mother’s womb, growing rapidly,
before actually coming out into the world. I imagine, on a meditative level, how the
liquid is protecting her. She is peacefully floating, though all the nutrients are coming in
from her mother’s body as she grows rapidly inside. The orchestra plays harmonics in an
ever unsettling, wave-like manner. This sound, together with two vibraphones playing in
pianissimo, acts like a reverb for this texture. I am hoping the listeners would feel like we are
surrounded by protective water and floating. Kind of a levitation type sensation.
I think the structure of the piece, which was interesting and certainly not one I have ever
tried, was that it does develop, it is not at all one of those slow meditative pieces (it is in fact
very fast in places, but I am hoping to create the meditative feel from fast music, if that is
even possible). It develops in the way a fetus grows, but the environment is the same, still in
the mother’s stomach.
So in the middle section, the strings are playing this harmonic water-wave like music, with a
rapidly changing conductor’s beat, the woodwinds (reed instruments) are rapidly growing,
line becomes a big melody, and sometimes the pitch range is wider than the harmonics
texture which should be surrounding the woodwinds.
In the last section of the piece is suddenly contrasting, fast paced music with sudden
drumming, the fetus is kicking away, as if she is playing football or kickboxing.
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Silence Seeking Solace
(text by Harry Ross)

This is one of the many works I have collaborated on with poet Harry Ross. As usual for us, we
created the music and text almost simultaneously, so that the sound of the English language
matches exactly the sound of the music and the use of voice. For instance the passages of
whispers and non-vibrato are reflected by the strings’ harmonics or phrasing, and the words set
to this bear the soundworld in mind. In places I limited the amount of consonants which Harry
could use. In others I asked him for words to create more percussive sounds which would be a
little like “white noise” when sung fast in order to relate to the sound of the ensemble.
The grist of the work comes from the sculptures Sphaera, and Frau im Fels by Stephan Balkenhol.
Harry Ross visited Salzburg to see this sculpture before starting to write this work. I am not sure
these two sculptures are connected, but we imagined they are. “silence seeking solace” is from
the point of view of a woman on the rock overseeing the rather ordinary looking everyman on
the golden sphere, in the middle of the city. Harry writes, ”I visited Salzburg last year - overland
from Gülük in Turkey. Travelling 2,600km via a large collection of different modes of transport.
I felt that the subject matter merited this modern day pilgrimage. When I arrived in Salzburg
I asked everyone I met their opinions of both Sculptures whilst trying to find them with no
map. Their answers were unanimously complimentary - it was wonderful to experience such
wholehearted engagement and response to a public art commission - and it was great to be so
welcomed by so many people who directed me first to Toscaninihof then to Kapitelplatz. When
I finally arrived at Kapitelplatz I sat opposite Sphaera. Something about the work made me feel
very humbled. I basked in the sun and reflected on the many people I had met on my journey,
and the enthusiasm of the people of Salzburg for the art works in the city. I hope that our work
pays suitable homage to Mr. Balkenhol’s wonderful pieces, the people who commissioned them
and the people who live with them.
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Cello Concerto

This concerto was developed from my solo cello piece called “osm”. During the composition
of this work “osm”, my dear friend Katinka Kleijn helped me greatly by recording sketch
excerpts into her phone and emailing the results to me on a daily basis. While I was writing
this solo work, my friend Andreas Waldburg-Wolfegg asked me if he could commission
a piece for my 40th birthday in 2017. I was delighted and I asked if I could write a Cello
Concerto from the materials of “osm”. He was happy. We didn’t have to look far to find
a soloist — Katinka Kleijn was also our mutual friend and she was happy to perform the
premiere of this concerto. Looking for an ensemble was not hard at all, we asked the
International Contemporary Ensemble, they said yes. Only problem was that neither
Andreas nor I.C.E. wanted to wait until I turned 40, so they asked me to write for the
premiere when I was still 39 (composing when I was 38). I was delighted to write for one
year earlier than my 40th birthday.
The cello material was there, so the challenge was how to enhance the aura of the cello by
composing the ensemble part, without interfering with the solo part.
Later this concerto was orchestrated for symphonic orchestra, so there are now two versions
of this concerto with the same solo part.
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