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phondessa

(2025-26) for four performers

commissioned by Modular Fields: Dejana Sekuli¢, Milana Zari¢, Mauricio Galeano, Athena Zenker
to Michael Finnissy on the occasion of his 80th birthday

duration: approximately 21 minutes

instrumentation: violin (+voice)
harp (+voice)
theorbo
viola da gamba

The parts for theorbo and viola da gamba sound a semitone lower than notated (since it's assumed they will be playing at A=415Hz). Discrepancies in intonation caused by differences
between their mean-tone tunings and the equal temperament of the harp are intentional.

The violinist’s and harpist’s voices should be amplified using headset microphones to facillitate freedom of movement. All four instruments should also be amplified so as to make their
dynamic ranges more or less coincident.

No vibrato unless indicated!

Vocal notations for harp and violin

The voices and instruments might be thought of as colourations and resonators of one another, rather than one “accompanying” the other. The voice part is shown throughout in ancient
Greek and also in the International Phonetic Alphabet. (Pronunciation is to some extent speculative but ought to be consistent.) Glissandi in the vocal part indicate only the beginning and
end point of a continuous change in pitch.
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i = unpitched sound [i‘{] = (half) whispered sound

Violin and viola da gamba notations
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A seven-string viola da gamba is used in standard tuning (at A=415Hz) with the sixth and seventh strings tuned a semitone lower to C# and G#:
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psp, msp = poco and molto sul ponticello respectively, the former already being noticeably different in timbre from nat., the latter being as extreme as possible consistent with the
fundamental pitch remaining audible. pst, mst = poco and molto sul tasto (similarly)
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v VJA = ascending degrees of bow pressure: flautando; “normal”; exaggerated and distorted (pitch only just discernible); completely pitchless scraping.
clb, clt = col legno battuto and col legno tratto respectively

————————— » = a smooth gradual transition between two states (for example bow position and/or pressure)

:7%: gettato

] = audible bow-stop at the end of a sound
12343432123... = rapid exchange of fingers on a single pitch or glissando




Harp notations

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.
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z = play with fingernail(s) — this is used only where the back of the finger- or thumbnail is used.
= 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 result should be intermediate between a conventional staccato sound and = ==
a “xylophonic” sound. Light damping with the palm is shown thus: %
=
)
] = damp the string(s) to the left of the square bracket E] = pedal buzz
Theorbo notations
The tuning uses the “A tuning” (at A=415Hz) with the lowest (14th) string tuned a semitone higher to G#. —— == q'.q.q:hl.”’n' !
e

msp = molto sul ponticello.

+

N} X = hammer-on and pull-off respectively

Harmonics: for strings 1-8, the fingered position is shown by a diamond-headed note and, if the resultant pitch is different, this is shown as a small black notehead. For strings 9-14, the
resultant pitch is shown as a diamond-headed note.



The text of phondessa is taken from fragmentary poems by Sappho (c. 630-570 BCE), whose work also provided the text of its companion piece pektis (2022) for vocalising harpist. While
pektis is based on the fragments numbered 88a and 88b, which were originally parts of a single text, although much of it is missing, phondessa draws on a large number (24) of mostly even
more fragmentary texts, which are vocalised by the harpist and/or the violinist. The title comes from fragment 118 (the first one to be heard in phondessa), which enjoins the poet-singer’s
lyre to speak, to “become a voice” according to Anne Carson’s rendering — “phondessa” is the feminine form of “having a voice” or “resounding”. The texts are chosen for references to
memories, sounds and the night. Their fragmentary quality is reflected in a mosaic of mostly brief “scenes”, each a single moment from something much more extensive but irrevocably lost,
or like snatches of songs heard in a dream state.

This composition is not only a hybrid between voices and instruments, but also between instruments of the baroque and modern periods, and between notated and improvised musical
events, which are interwoven with each other throughout. Each of the four instrumental/vocal parts consists of 24 notated fragments, which together add to around 7 minutes of music. In
between executing these notated fragments, performers may improvise freely or remain silent, so that over the entire 21 minutes of a performance, each performer’s activity ideally consists
of approximately equal total durations of notated music, improvisation and silence (that is to say 7 minutes of each). Performers may also interrupt their individual notated fragments (not
the duos or quartets!) with silence or improvisation if they wish, subsequently resuming the notated material at the point where it was broken off.

Each performer’s material consists of two components: (a) their own part, consisting of independent individual segments (14 each for violin and harp, shown in the score as v1-14 and h1-14,
and 19 each for theorbo and viola da gamba, shown as t1-19 and v1-19, respectively), together with indications of when in the sequence the coordinated segments (involving two or all four
performers) should occur; and (b) the coordinated segments: six duos for harp and violin, one for each of the other five duo combinations, and two quartets. The quartets are shown as q1 and
g2 and the duos d1-11. There are thus 79 notated “movements” altogether. The first two segments (h1and q1) have no break between them, but the last two (q2 and d11) are separated by
a general pause of 20 seconds. Both in the individual parts and in the score of the coordinated segments, the entries of the coordinated segments are given timings, which are intended as
approximate guides to when a cue to coordinate two or all four performers might be expected to happen. Performers should use stopwatches but shouldn’t feel strictly bound by them. The
coordinated moments should not be given special emphasis over the individual notated and/or improvised events that take place around them. The entry times of the individual segments
may be freely chosen according to improvisational priorities, bearing in mind the durations between coordinated segments in which a certain number of individual segments are to occur.

The composition places no restrictions on the improvisational materials — they may derive from a performer’s own notated materials, or from what a performer is hearing or has just heard
from others, whether improvised or not, or they may have no conscious connection to their musical surroundings, although performers might bear in mind a certain continuity — in a context
of fragility and fragmentation — running through the notated materials of the score, as well as the textual material, and what it might mean to conform to this continuity or to break out of it,
to make transitions into or out of the notated segments or to treat them as self-contained “islands”, and of course there is no suggestion that performers should necessarily decide or agree in
advance on such choices. While the notated segments are intended to express not only points of poetic and structural focus as the music unfolds, but also suggestions as to how the
improvisational links between them (both within and between individual instrumental parts) might be conceived, they shouldn’t be seen as in any way prescribing those links (or their
absence). General pauses should not be avoided if they arise naturally through all four performers simultaneously choosing to be silent.

The texts are shown below, together with the renderings by Anne Carson in /f Not, Winter (Vintage Books 2002). Fragmentary words do not appear in the translation, but do appear in the
composition. Some fragments (marked *) do not appear in “complete” form (either below or in the composition).

118 Ayt 6n xéAu Sla pot Aéye yes! radiant lyre speak to me
Qwvasooa 6¢ yiveo become a voice
2% év &' 0Owp Yixpov kehadel &' Lodwv and in it cold water makes a clear sound through
HaAivwy, Bpodolot 6& malg 6 xWpog apple branches and with roses the whole place
éokiaoT’, aibuooopévwy 6& @UANWV is shadowed and down from radiant-shaking leaves
KOUa KaTEPPEL sleep comes dropping
160 Tade vV €taipalg these things now for my companions
Talg épalg tépnva KAAwG asiow. I shall sing beautifully
154 TARPNG HEV €paiveT’ & oeAdvva full appeared the moon
ai & wgmnepl POpov éotdOnoav and when they around the altar took their places
104B  dotépwv MAVIWY 0 KAAIOTOG. . . of all stars the most beautiful
22* Aapoioav & . [ taking up
nafktw, dg oe Snite méBoCT. [ your lyre as (now again) longing
AueImoTaTal floats around you.
126 Sdavolg anmdhag éta(i)pag év otrBealv. may you sleep on the breast of your delicate friend
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alépa xdplooat: grace
46 g€yw & €mt poABdkav and | on a soft pillow

TUAQV (KQ)OTTOAEW UEAEQ: KAV HEV TETUAAYKOAG AOTTIOAEQ shall lay down my limbs
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night

girls

all night long

might sing of the love between you and the bride
with violets in her lap

girl sweetvoiced

in a thin voice

honeyvoiced

some sweet song
in honey voice

stars around the beautiful moon
hide back their luminous form
whenever all full she shines

on the earth

Moon has set

and Pleiades: middle
night, the hour goes by
alone | lie.

far more sweetsounding than a lyre
golder than gold

lyre lyre lyre

playing
for me harsh

deep sound

dream of black
you come roaming and when sleep

and on the eyes black sleep of night

and on a soft bed
delicate
you would let loose your longing

and neitherany  norany
holy place nor
was there from which we were absent

no grove no dance
no sound

someone will remember us
I say
even in another time
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(the composition begins with

segment h1 played solo)

phondessa harp segments
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each voice alternates between speaking and (half) whispering - speaking in the lower region of your normal speaking register, inexpressive and mechanical,
whispering with a more animated and emotional tone of voice, both at exactly the same dynamic level
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