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Instrumentation 

Violin I 
Violin II 
Viola 
Violoncello 
Contrabass 
 
Electric Guitar 
 
2 Percussion: 
2 Vibraphones, 4 Rins, 4 Timpani, 4 Steel Tubes 
 
2 Pianos 
 
Duration c.14 minutes 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
 
The main material in Transients is human speech. 
Throughout the piece (the opening of bars I and II, IV & V) the two pianos are given 
words transcribed into musical notation from spectrogrammes of recorded speech. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The words spoken by the pianos originate from a poem by Emily Dickinson: 
  

I heard a Fly buzz - when I died - 
The Stillness in the Room 
Was like the Stillness in the Air - 
Between the Heaves of Storm - 
  
The Eyes around - had wrung them dry - 
And Breaths were gathering firm 
For that last Onset - when the King 
Be witnessed - in the Room - 
  
I willed my Keepsakes - Signed away 
What portion of me be 
Assignable - and then it was 
There interposed a Fly - 
  
With Blue - uncertain - stumbling Buzz - 
Between the light - and me - 
And then the Windows failed - and then 
I could not see to see – 

  
Having transcribed and isolated Dickinson’s words, I rearranged them to make other 
“poems” of my own (thinking more about the resulting sounds than about the 
sequence or meaning of the words). 
 

 
 
 
It is only towards the end that we hear Emily Dickinson’s words in the correct order 
played by the pianos. And in the increasingly long gaps between words, one of the 
pianos starts to speak other words, in a completely different way - not using the 
keyboard at all, but instead via a preparation using electromagnets suspended over the 
strings, which was built especially for this piece. 
 



Performance Notes 
 
Stage Layout: 
 

 
 
Pianos 
 
In attempting a rendering of speech, the pianos use clusters a lot (chromatic clusters, 
shown by a bar in front of a diad as below), and the notation also shows where keys 
are released as well as where they are depressed. 
The release of notes is shown by diamond note heads, and these notes may or may not 
have measured note values: 
 

 
or: 

 
In either case, the release of keys means that the affected clusters, chords etc are not 
held for their full written note values. 
 
Prepared Piano  
 
Piano 2 is prepared with an array of twelve electromagnets which are suspended over 
the strings but do not touch them (twelve arms like the three shown below each hold 
an electromagnet in place). This is a preparation that has been specially made for the 
piece in collaboration with the Department of Engineering at the University of 
Cambridge. 
 
When the pianist depresses a foot pedal (shown in the score as IV) an audio signal (in 
this case, recorded speech) is triggered from a laptop and routed to the 
electromagnets, making the strings resonate. The preparation takes an hour or two to 
install but only a few minutes to remove. Since the electromagnets do not make 
contact with the strings, the piano can be played as a conventional instrument when 
the power is switched off.  
 
However, the exact positioning of the electromagnets over the strings is of key 
importance, and so once in position the piano should not be moved. 
 



 
 
 
 
Percussion 
 
Vibraphone 2 should be prepared using blu-tack. The following notes are slightly 
flattened by attaching blu-tak very firmly to the ends of the keys: 

 
 
The pitch should be flattened noticeably, but not enough to dampen the resonance of 
the instrument too much. There should be a clearly audible beating effect when the 
instrument plays with vibraphone 1, but there is no need for quarter tones or other 
exact intervals provided the degree of flattening is fairly consistent across the 
instrument. 
 
The following notes should be tuned exactly with the seventh harmonic on the 
specified strings of the cello and bass: 

 
 
This should be done carefully at the start of each rehearsal and checked just 
before the performance. 
 
Steel tubes: microtonally tuned tubular bells made by the composer, played with 
leather covered wooden mallets. They can be suspended from any suitable percussion 
stand. For ease of reading, the percussion is written using diatonic pitches (white 
notes). These written pitches are given in brackets in the full score. 
 



Timpani: two each of 22” and 20” are required to play the written pitches. 
 
Rins (Japanese prayer bowls): The score contains the following pitches: 
 

 
 
written pitches can be regarded as approximate and two bowls whose pitches are close 
to these are acceptable, particularly if the B is close enough to the B flat (and likewise 
the G with the other G) for beating to occur between them. 
 
Electric Guitar 
 
The player should have sustain and wah-wah pedals  
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