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0. General Notes

Henrys Cowbell DJ & Strike was commissioned by the percussion quintet Nexus with the
assistance of the Canada Council in 2000. From its inception in preliminary meetings with
Bob Becker, this piece was motivated by an idea of creating percussion music in which the
rhythmic gestures would be motivated ‘harmonically’, a music which would attempt to bridge
structures of listening respectively associated with the perception of ‘rhythm’ and ‘harmony’.

On a fundamental level, rhythm and harmony are both manifestations of responses to periodic
phenomena. The basic unit of rhythm is a steady pulse; the basic unit of harmony is a simple
tone with constant pitch; each of these is produced as vibrations of air pressure form a pattern
which repeats at a constant frequency. The ability of the ear to distinguish repetition and
variation in multiple periodic sound-patterns is the basis of musical perception on various
hierarchical levels. It applies for example to our understanding of larger forms; to the
common use of repeating rhythmic and pitch cycles in musical organisation; to ‘loops’ and
‘phasing’ phenomena; to ‘beats’ and ‘polyrhythms’; to the formation of melodic and
harmonic gestalts such as ‘melodies’, ‘motives’, harmonic ‘changes’, ‘chords’.

The three sections comprising this piece are based on musical material which has been
deliberately reduced to elementary components in an attempt to explore periodic phenomena
on several levels of perception simultaneously. The resulting patterns cannot be exclusively
regarded as ‘rhythmically’ or ‘harmonically’ derived structures.

To a large extent the exact choice of instruments has been left open to the performers, based
on various parameters noted in the score and in these explanatory texts. In general, the sounds
used should have no definiteor predominanpitch content. Each instrument is connected by
means of a contact microphone to a computer program which is used to analyze the frequency
and intensity of striking. This analysis is used to generate pitched electronic tones which vary
in frequency and intensity proportionally to the rhythmic patterns played. Essentially, they are
transpositions of the rhythmic beating into a frequency range perceived as pitch. The
envelopes and exact spectral characteristics of the electronic tones are customized to
complement the instrument which is generating them.

The percussion instruments are intended to be heard acoustically, without electronic
amplification. Each of the instruments has an associated electronic tone as described above,
which will be produced by a loudspeaker in the performance space. The exact configuration
and disposition of loudspeakers is to be determined in correlation with the performance space
and circumstances, and should be conceived to facilitate the simultaneous perception of the
rhythmic and pitched layers of the music. The composition is referred to as a ‘performance
installation’ to underscore that it is conceived as an experimental listening environment.
While this may be achieved in the context of a traditional ‘concert’, perhaps the ideal setting
would offer both the possibility of sitting as well as freedom to move throughout the space, to
listen linearly through the three sections of the piece or to freely take in a portion at a time.
The music is imagined as three reflections of an idea, combinatoric variations in time which
reveal some properties of how we perceive periodicity.
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(4 pages)

2 players (Player #2 and Player #4) begin playing in a steady unison pulse, and one of the two
(Player #2) gradually increases tempo over the course of the piece until reaching a tempo
twice as fast as the other (Player #4). This process occurs in stages — Player #2 alternates
between repeated bars with a steady polyrhythmic groove, and bars in which his/her tempo
slightly accelerates. The various polyrhythmic grooves, translated into pitch frequencies,
represent the primary chromatic intervals within an octave, tuned as pure (untempered)
7-Limit Just Intonation frequency ratios (i.e. 3:2 represents a perfect fifth). As this process of
expansion from unison (1:1) to octave (2:1) takes place, the following polyrhythmic grooves
are played: 16:15; 9:8; 6:5; 5:4; 4:3; 7:5; 3:2; 8:5; 5:3; 7:4; 16:9; 9:5; 15:8.

(The ‘acceleration’ bars always consist of adding together one bar from each of two
successive polyrhythms. Thus, for example, in making the transition from 16:15 to 9:8,
Player #2 plays 16+9=25 pulses, and Player #4 plays 15+8=23 pulses.)

The other 3 players play only in the ‘steady-tempo’ bars, and are given the role of articulating
various subdivisions of the basic polyrhythmic pattern. Player #3 articulates the ‘downbeat’
(fundamental period) of the repeating pattern and determines how many repetitions of the
groove will take place before moving on. Player #1 is synchronized with the faster pulse
(Player #2) and Player #5 is synchronized with the slower pulse (Player #4). Each of these
two players is offered a set of possible subdivisions of their respective pulse. For example, in
the polyrhythm 16:15, Player #1 has the subdivisions 1*16, 2*8§, 4*4, 8*2, 16*1 while

Player #5 has the subdivisions 1*15, 3*5, 5*3, 15*1. Each of these two players selects freely
from his/her possibilities (in any order and repetition) until Player #3 gives a sign to move on.

These subdivisions are to be realized as follows: in this case, Player #1 would have the choice
of dividing the pattern into 1 group of 16 pulses, 2 groups of 8 pulses, 4 groups of 4 pulses,
and so on. (Note that the first ‘group’ is always articulated ONLY by Player #3 The
remaining groups with the exception of the fidspending on the pattern chosen, would be
articulated by Player #1. In the case of 1*16, then, no additional articulation would be played.
In the case of 4*4, the first group would remain silent (as before) and then 3 articulations
would be played, each one made up of 4 pulses of Player #2. Thus, Player #1 and Player #5
create chance-coordinated polyrhythmic variations by subdividing the basic pattern
articulated between Player #2 and Player #4.

The following are a few general guidelines to assist with choosing sounds for this section:

1.) Player #2 and Player #4 play throughout the entire movement, and remain at a quiet and
gentle (p) dynamic throughout. Their sounds should complement each other as figure and
ground, allowing a listener to concentrate on each sound separately as well as hearing the
combined pattern clearly. Primary considerations should be clarity and elegance of the attack
as well as a sound which is pleasing to listen to over such a prolonged stretch of time.

2.) Player #1 and Player #5 play at a loud (f) dynamic throughout with aggressive sounds
(i.e. indefinite-pitch drums / struck damped metal) that should parallel the figure-ground
relationship of Player #2 and Player #4.

3.) Player #3 plays a slowly-decaying sound at a moderate dynamic, adjusting to the
respective length of the loop. The longer the loop, the louder he/she should play. The sound
should begin loudly enough to mask Players #2 and #4, and decay quickly enough so that they
are completely and clearly audible by the end of the repeating polyrhythmic pattern.
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The score for this section consists of several groups of similar pages which are to be
combined by the performers to make a playing version. These should include the following:

1.) Loop Patterns (21 pages)

2.) Loop Dynamics (27 pages)

3.) Tempo Modulations (20 pages)

4.) Tempo Modulation Voicings (60 pages)

In addition, to facilitate a performance of this movement, an example of one possible
realization is included as part of the score (version for Nexus, May 2004). It exists in the form
of a 1-page overview, in which the various patterns and modulations have been notated in
abbreviated form with possible tempi, dynamics and voicings indicated. (The tempi may all
be scaled proportionally faster or slower if necessary.)

A performance of this movement consists of 41 sections, alternating all 21 ‘Loop Patterns’
and all 20 ‘Tempo Modulations’. Each of these sections are combinatoric permutations of a
set of fixed possibilities, and their order may be determined in any way desired.

On any given page of the ‘Loop Patterns’, there are 8 different note durations distributed in 3
different possible locations. Two primary durationsare located on the top line, each enclosed
in repeat signs. Preceding the first repeat sign there is always a bracketed optional
‘tremolo/gracenote’. Below and in between these two primary durations are a group of six
secondary durations

Each of these ‘Loop Patterns’ is to be performed by 2 players (specific voicings and dynamics
are to be determined as described below). Each of the players independently follows the
following procedure to improvise his/her part. 3 different sounds are to be used, notated
above, on, and below the single staff line. The same 3 sounds apply for all Loop Patterns to be
played by a given player and must be realizable in three different dynamic levels: soft,
medium and loud. They should also be successfully playable in various durations ranging
from 64th note to double-whole-note; it might be especially effective for some of the sounds
to have an interesting and unpredictable morphology. (Depending on the duration and volume
required, some variation of playing technique will likely be necessary and desirable.)

Each of the two players in a ‘Loop Pattern’ is assigned a dynamic scheme selected from the
set of pages called ‘Loop Dynamics’. These dynamics remain constant for each player during
realization of a given ‘Loop Pattern’ duo. The ‘gracenote’ figures are free, and each of the
other three sections are assigned a specific dynamic range (soft — medium — loud).

Proceeding in the following order, each player creates a ‘loop’ figure: optional gracenote —
first primary duration (required) — optional secondary durations — second primary duration
(required). The optional ‘tremolo/gracenote’ may be played or not as desired, at a freely-
determined dynamic level. Each repeat sign may played as many times as desired before
moving on. The two ‘primary durations’ must each be played AT LEAST ONCE in the
course of a repetition. Any or all of the six secondary durations may be omitted or played, as
desired. The outer repeat signs indicate that this entire sequence is repeated to create a
morphing looping pattern.



Note that to construct a looping pattern, it is possible to build up a rhythm over several
repetitions of the basic sequenbds not necessary to identically repeat the same pattern. It is
also possible for the secondary durations to occur as an interruption of the loop at a certain
stage of playing. The main intention is that the two players create a duo dominated by the two
primary durations, using repeating ‘looping’ phrases. Translated into electronic tones, the
durations used should produce various octaves of the same ‘pitch-class’.

The end of a ‘Loop Pattern’ is cued by the beginning of one of the 20 ‘“Tempo Modulations’.
These are trios which begin with one steady pulse and modulate to another by means of a
polyrhythm. Voicings for each trio can be assigned by making use of the 60 pages of ‘Tempo
Modulation Voicings’. In each case, 3 players are specified for the three lines of a “Tempo
Modulation’. The remaining 2 players would then be assigned to perform the preceding ‘Loop
Pattern’.

Each ‘Tempo Modulation’ consists of three voices. The two upper voices are imagined as
being played with loud ringing/sustaining sounds that can be readily muted, i.e. different
cymbal striking techniques with hand muting. The written durations and rests are to be strictly
observed by muting the sounds to create a hocketed continuous melody between the two
upper voices. The new tempo reached at the end of the modulation becomes the quarter-note
pulse of the next section. NOTE that if a random selection of successive tempo modulations
demands an unplayably fast pulse, it is always possible to divide the tempo in half at the
beginning or end of a modulation (i.e. at the end the new tempo would becomes the eighth-
note of the next ‘Loop Pattern’, or the preceding‘Loop Pattern’ half-note becomes the quarter
of the ‘Tempo Modulation”).

In the course of a “Tempo Modulation’, the third voice delineates the common pulse of the
polyrhythm. The three implied sounds (above, on, below the single staff) should be clearly
articulated variations (i.e. different finger-strokes) of a single sound or instrument. As with
the ‘Loop Patterns’, each player should independently determine a sound and a method of
playing for both possibilities (the upper ‘cymbal’ voices or the ‘common pulse’ pattern) and
this style should be maintained throughout all of their ‘Tempo Modulations’.

IMPORTANT NOTE: The ‘Tempo Modulation’ sections begin and end with a steady pulse
played loudly on hand-muted cymbals or similar sound. Before and after these written-out
sections, the same steady pulse should be continued softlyusing a different soundThe player
that ends a ‘Tempo Modulation’” would continue his/her pulse until eventually passing it on to
the player that will begin the next ‘Tempo Modulation’. This ‘passing on of the pulse’ is to be
played with a soft and dry sound, possibly a click-like sound from sticks or stones. The
change of sound should be in exact tempo (and subito p) taking place exactly at the end of the
notated ‘Tempo Modulation’. This click continues throughout the following ‘Loop Pattern’,
and is at a certain point passed on seamlessly to the player beginning the next ‘Tempo
Modulation’. As with the other sounds, each of the players can find their own interpretation of
such a ‘click’ sound and maintain it through the course of the ‘Tempo Modulations’.
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(1 page)

The last section of the composition is notated with a single-page graphic that is intended to
serve as a cue for improvisation. The rules are relatively straightforward. A player begins by
playing a steady repeating pulse at an unchanging dynamic. (This first pulse should be related
to the ending tempo of the previous section, i.e. 60 or 120.) The next player interprets this
pulse to be any notation along the left margin of the score — whole, half, quarter, eighth,
sixteenth, thirty-second. Then, in relation to this ‘interpreted pulse’ he/she picks an arbitrary
notation from anywhere on the page and plays this respective counter-rhythm with a steady
repeating pulse. This new ‘pulse’ continues as long as the player wishes, and at least until
another player joins in, at which point the process repeats itself.

For example, if a fast pulse is being played, one might ‘read’ it as a ‘thirty-second note’ and
then decide to play a ‘dotted-sixteenth’. The next player might ‘read’ the new pulse as an
‘eighth’ and decide to play a ‘quarter tied to a sixteenth’ (2 in the time of 5). And so on.

The aim should be to flexibly play any (and in the course of a performance as many as
possible!) of the polyrhythms implied by the notations (in any given row there are the
following possibilities, read from left to right and played in relation to the last note of the line:
2:1; 5:3; 8:5; 3:2; 4:3; 5:4; 6:5; 1:1). Each of these ratios produces a ‘consonant’ musical
interval (octave, sixth, fifth, fourth, third), and so the resulting electronic tones should be
producing various consonant intervals and triads, freely modulating without any steadily
perceiveable ‘bar-lines’.

The texture should mainly have 2 to 3 voices playing at once, sometimes as few as 1 and
sometimes 4 and even 5 at once. Various constellations of sound might be attempted,
including only one sound and dynamic level throughout. Crescendo and diminuendo should
be avoided, each new pattern should assert a constant and static dynamic presence. Possibly a
fixed duration for the section might be decided in advance of a performance.
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version for Nexus — May 2004 — overview (1 page)



version for Nexus (May 2004) — score overview
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Loop Patterns (21 pages)
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Loop Dynamics (27 pages)
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Tempo Modulations (20 pages)
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Tempo Modulation Voicings (60 pages)























































































































































































3. Henrys Cowbell

(1 page)






