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The music of mm.25-124 forms subsection two of section one and is designed to offer contrast to 

the preceding music while consisting of the same fundamental intervallic material. Contrast is 

achieved through the use of register and rhythm in the context of repeating cells which differs 

markedly from the work’s improvisatory opening. 

 

Figure 12. Unfolding of an (016) collection from opening of Fantasy for Piano. 

Evinced in subsection two is a looser approach to the use of repeating blocks of material that 

characterises some of the earlier works in this portfolio. Here the material is often interrupted, as in 

mm.49-60; mm.81-97 and mm.101-108. This process is used to develop new material while 

maintaining the overall sound world of the subsection and its formal role as a contrasting section to 

subsection one. The music which follows in subsection three synthesises some of the ideas present 

in the previous subsections.  This achieved through a repetition of the work’s opening with the 

addition of the most prominent rhythmic feature of subsection two.   

 

Figure 13. Mm.130-131 from Fantasy for Piano showing return of opening combined with rhythmic 

feature. 
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The music of the second half of Fantasy for Piano is constructed in a collage-like fashion. Portions 

and fragments of ideas appear and disappear only to turn up later on in the music. Significant 

fragments include the grand statement in m.142 which is taken up again in the second half of 

mm.182 and leads to a climatic passage that pays homage to my romantic influences but which is 

diluted and enfeebled through the fragmented musical discourse. The tolling gesture of mm.142-146 

is heard a further three times, acting as an abrupt punctuation mark to various episodes. The idea 

that eventually triumphs is the choral like passage of mm.161-162 which is taken up on a larger scale 

in mm.195-203 following the incongruous climatic passages of mm.186-193. The music concludes 

with a scurrying inversion of the work’s opening which quickly finds itself enervated and unable to 

continue.  

The Fantasy for Piano is in certain respects an attempt to convey some of the psychological 

dimensions of the compositional process as I experience it. Ideas are presented abruptly and 

contrasting material is starkly juxtaposed. The intention is to convey a fantastical character of rapidly 

changing scenes that are occasionally interrupted by half remembered fragments of earlier episodes 

and in doing so convey something of the desultory and capricious nature of mental flights of fancy. 

The hope is that the listener will experience a piece of music trying to find itself, much as the 

composer tries to find the piece himself in writing it.  
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2.5 Fragments for Cello 

2011 

Partly performed in workshop at Sound Thought 2011 

The writing of Fragments for Cello arose from my participation in a composition workshop with 

cellist David O’Connell and composer Dr Drew Hammond at Sound Thought 2011 and at a 

subsequent workshop at the University of Glasgow in June 2011. The opportunity arose at short 

notice to write short, technically speculative ideas for the workshop and it was these circumstances 

that inspired the writing of the first fragment in this collection. The remainder of the collection was 

composed subsequently and each is inspired by the aesthetic of the opening fragment.  

(1) 

The primary concern in the opening fragment is the presentation of several fragmentary ideas in a 

dislocated and non-developmental structure. This builds upon the formal consideration of Fantasy 

for Piano but the collage-like aesthetic is presented in a far more concise and condensed form. The 

secondary concern was the need for the conspicuous use of novel and challenging approaches to 

technique as required by the workshop. I made an early decision that this piece should explore some 

of the musical opportunities made possible through the use of an extended left-hand pizzicato 

technique. This decision was motivated by an interest in the polyphonic potentialities that the 

technique engendered. It was in the context of these formal and technical aims that the piece was 

composed.  

The most significant of the regulative devices employed in the selection of pitch-class materials are 

those of chromatically adjacent pitch-classes and the tritone interval. The pitches C, G, D and A of 

the open strings on the cello are also important because of the prominent use of left-hand pizzicato. 

The presence of these devices can be observed throughout the entire piece, particularly in mm.1-34. 
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The music of mm.35-41, particularly of mm.38-39, is the most adventurous in terms of instrumental 

technique. The passage begins with a left-hand pizzicato solo following which the right-hand, using 

the same physical technique as left-hand pizzicato, takes over. The two hands are then combined. 

This dual-pizzicato technique is used for the generation of a chromatic and heterophonic texture 

that attempts to exhibit and develop the polyphonic material hinted at earlier in the piece.  

 

Figure 14. “Dual-pizzicato” technique in mm.37-38 in piece I from Fragments for Cello. 

I regard the first piece of Fragments for Cello as significant in my compositional development. It was 

written with a new found freedom and aesthetic. While I do not view the work as the epitome of a 

style I would necessarily like to pursue indefinitely, I value the liberating experience of having 

written the work. 

(2) 

The second fragment is an exercise in pizzicato playing generated from an (014) and an (016) set 

class. The piece freely presents gestures and motivic fragments in a manner characterised by the 

juxtaposition of moments of calm and near stasis with those of frenetic activity. The aim of this type 

of writing is to generate a sense of spontaneity and unpredictability, reflecting a significant aspect of 

how we experience the world in our mental life. The music is not trying to offer a literal 

representation but is instead concerned with the fragmented, unmotivated and sporadic manner in 

which life can often appear. 
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Figure 15. Juxtaposition of contrasts in mm.54-55 in piece II from Fragments for Cello.  

 The coda, which references the pizzicato techniques of the first fragment, attempts to impose some 

sort of regularity on proceedings but ultimately fails, bringing the piece to its conclusion with a final 

utterance of an (014) collection.  

(3) 

The third piece of this collection takes on a role analogous to a minor mode slow movement in a 

major mode sonata. An attempt is made to generate an almost Bartókian pathos through the use of 

an octatonic collection. The aesthetic intention here is to provide a lyrical contrast with the other 

pieces of this collection and to even seem incongruous. This is to undermine any aesthetic unity that 

the collection may seem to be developing after the first two pieces and therefore extrapolate the 

aesthetic of contrasting juxtapositions to a higher level.  

(4) 

The final piece of the collection is built almost entirely from fragments of the preceding pieces and 

so acts as a sort of summation or collages of collages. The fragmentary aesthetic employed in this 

collection is therefore most in evidence in the final piece as the listener will be able to clearly discern 

the various fragments of music already heard.  

 

Figure 16. Collage of fragments in mm.94-96 in piece IV from Fragments for Cello. 
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The surface aesthetic of this collection was that of fragmentation but upon reflection I have realised 

that my underlying interest was of a concern with meaning and music. In writing Fragments for Cello 

I was consciously trying to avoid any sort of teleological aesthetic and instead sought to produce 

music where there would be no correct way in which to listen it. By presenting an almost chaotic 

auditory world I wanted to challenge the listener to generate his or her own meaning from the 

music. For me this reflects a philosophy of existential nihilism in which there are no absolute values. 

I see this as a great opportunity for humanity individually and collectively to generate our own 

meaning and not be shackled to tradition and ancient superstitions. This philosophy underpins 

Fragments of Cello and, as such, represents the outcome of this portfolio. I choose to employ certain 

received traditions such as musical notation and the Cello as an instrument but I also took the 

decision to present musical fragments and gestures in an impulsive and unordered fashion. This 

work is therefore a loose collection of ideas shorn of all motivating principles other than that the 

listener is sovereign. 
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