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The performer’s voice should be amplified using a headset microphone to facillitate freedom of movement. For flexibility in balancing voice and instrument, and so that the overall sound is 
unified, the harp should also be amplified. If an electroacoustic harp is used, the output may be spread across the stereo panorama so that low sounds appear on the left and high sounds on 
the right (with the voice in the centre). 
 
The voice and the harp might be thought of as colourations and resonators of one another, rather than one “accompanying” the other. The discontinuities in the voice part aren’t brief phrases 
that begin and end, but are the only remaining fragments of what would originally have been continuous. The voice part is shown throughout in Greek and also in the International Phonetic 
Alphabet. Glissandi in the vocal part indicate only the beginning and end point of a continuous chage in pitch. 
 
Harp harmonics are of two kinds, using either the second or third partial, and are notated as for bowed string instruments, with the pitch (string) to be played as a diamond-headed note, and 
the resultant pitch as a small note in brackets. 
 

 = unpitched sound  = (half) whispered sound 
 
 

 = play with fingernail(s) – this is used only for glissandi where the back of the finger- or thumbnail is used.            = scrape fingernail down the indicated (wound) string 
 

 = damp each string in the glissando immediately after plucking it, either with the  For “xylophonic” sounds, the strings to be damped are shown thus:     
 other hand or with an adjacent finger on the same hand as that playing the glissando 
 The results should be intermediate between a conventional staccato sound and  
 a “xylophonic” sound. 
 
] = damp the string(s) to the left of the square bracket  
 

  = new pitches generated only by pedal movement, not by plucking the string again           = pedal buzz             = pedal trill 
 
Other notations are explained when  they occur in the score. 
 
 
  



 
 
A large proportion of the surviving poetry of Sappho (c. 630-570 BCE) is preserved in the form of narrow papyrus fragments, resulting from the manuscript being torn into strips for binding 
mummies in Egypt. The text used in this composition is numbered in the extant works of Sappho as fragments 88a and 88b. Not enough of this poem is preserved for the reader to get an 
overall idea of its subject matter – not one line is complete, and not all lines contain even a single complete word - and what remains has the quality of disjunct glimpses into intimate 
secrets, perhaps as if intermittently overheard.  
 
However, the metrical structure of the 28 lines (which may or may not be the complete poem) is known, so that the remaining words and syllables can be fitted into it with a certain degree of 
accuracy, and this composition is based around these 28 units, each consisting of 16 events (syllables) divided into short and long durations according to the metre, with the fragments of text 
occurring at their original metrical positions so far as I’ve been able to work these out. (One complicating factor is that in the metre of this poem, called “acephalus hipponactean with a 
double choriambic expansion”, the first syllable of a line may be short or long…) The durations of the lines are regular at the beginning and become more irregular as the music continues, 
and the distinctions within them between “short” and “long” durations undergo more complex evolutions, although both categories generally become longer in the course of each line. 
Against this framework ,of 28 lines each of 16 events, is placed a repeating series of 32 times 14 diatonic pitches (each diatonic pitch class twice) distributed through the entire range of the 
harp, whose actual identity at each iteration is “modulated” by gradual changes in pedal settings, which in turn cycle through all the available modes containing both a cluster of three 
semitones and a cluster of four semitones. Thus the harmonic colour of the music is always changing but at the same time remaining consistent in character. The 16 events in each line are 
assigned to a sequence of 16 sound-types (harmonic, glissando, chord, counterpoint and so on) although only 8 of the 16 events in each line follow this scheme, a different selection each 
time, the others being freely realised. The vocal pitches used for the text generally involve taking the harp pitch assigned to the event corresponding to a particular syllable, and transposing it 
into the range of the voice, taking into account the tonal character of ancient Greek. Silences between the lines grow very gradually shorter towards the centre of the piece and then expand 
rapidly.  
 
According to ancient tradition, Sappho was the inventor of an instrument by the name of “pēktis”, or the first Greek poet to use this instrument which originated in Lydia, seems to have been 
a kind of lyre, and is mentioned in one of the fragments, although without any kind of description. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A translation of what remains of  the text might be something like:  
 
you might wish… a little… to be carried away… sweeter… you yourself know… forgotten… someone might say… yes… for I shall love as long as there is breath in me… and care… I say 
I have been a strong lover… grievous… bitter… but know this… I shall love… for it is better… weapons… 
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