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Lamarckian Dyads

Solo string quartet

Piccolo (sounds 8va)

Alto Flute

Cor Anglais

Clarinet in A (doubles Bass Clarinet in Bb)
Contrabass Clarinet in Bb (sounds 8vb)
Bassoon

Horn in F

2 Trumpets in C

Bass Trombone

Percussion (1): Crotales, Vibraphone (with motor), 2 Rototoms, Bass Drum, Castanet
Machine

2 Double Basses (sounds 8vb)

Part One
Part Two

Duol pl

Trio 1 p4 Quartet p39
Duo 11 pll Trio 111 p52
Duo II1 p20 Duo V p53
Trio II p27 Trio IV p58
Duo IV p34 Duo VI p65

Duration

c. 17 minutes (10° + 7°)

Performance Notes

e The quartet soloists involved in each section should stand to play (each Duo, Trio etc.)

e At times, the quartet are instructed to ‘freeze position’, like a machine that has suddenly
been switched off. This should be as exact as possible, even during long rests.

e Lines between notes indicate a continuous glissando over the entire length of the first
note.

e  String natural harmonics are always notated at sounding pitch (double basses 8vb)
e s.p.= sul pont; s.t.= sul tasto; m.v.= molto vibrato; n.v.= non vibrato

e The quarter-tones are as follows:

# = quarter- tone sharp; ﬂ = three quarter-tones sharp

= quarter- tone flat; (“7 = three quarter- tones flat



Program Note

Jean-Baptiste Lamarck was a French biologist who developed the now-debunked idea that

an organism can pass on characteristics that it has acquired during its lifetime to its offspring.
Darwininan natural selection tells us this is false, but what if a piece of music could demonstrate
Larmarck’s theory? In this concertante work for string quattet and ensemble, each new section
represents a re-arrangement of the string quartet (six duos, four trios and a quartet) and a new
‘generation’ that inherits characteristics from the preceding one, sometimes with musical and
developmental success and occasionally with disastrous results.

Lots of music theory is devoted to discussions of a piece’s ‘genetic material” and ‘evolution’ here
the material undergoes such a strange kind of Lamarckian evolution that, although the final Duo
shares many of its ideas with the opening Duo, the rapid passing on of new and sometimes
unhelpful ideas has meant that its expression and technical apparatus are altered in the extreme.

A structural guide to my Larmarckian thinking:

Duo I (violin 1 & cello) begins very slowly in the stratosphere with a rarefied set of pitches which
allow for great expressive (and microtonal) freedom and flexibility, but is limited by not moving
in a particulatly definite direction. Although Trio I (violins & viola) has a clearer, antiphonal
structure and a faster and more purposeful speed, the limitations of pitch handed down by Duo 1
begin to be felt as a frustration. Duo 1II (viola & cello) retains a sense of direction and begins to
slightly widen the pitch area. However, this ends up allowing the soloists too much indulgent
expression and introduces one of this piece’s/family tree’s fatal weaknesses: the music spiralling
into inert, microtonal pools of inaction which totally impede healthy development. Still, this Duo
is able to move past this deficiency and speed up further, greatly increasing its harmonic
complexity just in time to pass it onto Duo III (two violins). This is a much healthier musical
organism, with simple canons allowing the more varied harmonic landscape time to breathe and
clarify. The pools of inaction still pockmark this section, but this Duo has the strength to move
past them to lay out modal scales which gently slow into a soft, pregnant chord. This then births
Trio 11 (violin 2, viola, cello) with bassoon obbligato, which retains all of the healthy harmonic
variety and none of the strange weaknesses of its ancestors. The ensemble is able to agree with all
the Trio’s phrases and colour each inflection to create a robust organism. Surreal high and low
pedal points are an ominous presence however, and violent, cutting dyads either widely or closely
spaced are passed straight onto Duo IV (violin 1 & viola) which also acquires some brittle,
possibly macabre castanet accompaniment. This reaches a tense climax and is torn off to reveal a
conflicted microtonal ‘non-chord’ and thus ends the first part of the piece.

The beginning of the second part finds a much healthier outlet for this chord: finally, the whole
quartet is able to attempt vigorous resolutions and musical fluidity from its implications. A
rondo-like structure begins to take hold as the inheritance of this chord proves more and more
difficult to sustain life without repetition. Pathways are tested, questioned and ultimately given
up. This quartet passes on only its most unhealthy acquired characteristics to poor Trio 111
(violins & cello): a brief, dysfunctional life of sickly mistuned triads and a surplus of unhelpful
castanets. Only a quietly ticking piccolo between the generations can save Duo V (violin 2 &
viola) from the same fate, as it rememberts a genetic echo from Duo IV. This long-short gesture
quickly becomes exhausted and begins to break down into mechanical polyrhythmic repetitions.
A couple of these take hold and miraculously allow Trio IV (violin 1, viola, cello) a healthier
existence of confidently ascending regular scales. The previous Duo’s polyrhythms haven’t been
shaken off however, and the shifting rhythmic gears eventually reveal some genetic monstrosities
and spark memories of older generations before souring the pitch and collapsing entirely. Duo
VI finds a way to live with this crippled material and find small snatches of lyricism. The
microtonal impairments are made into strengths, and even able to produce a decisive if effortful
climax. A distant memory of Duo 1 is sensed in the final music and although it is perhaps unable
to reproduce further, finds a peaceful conclusion to this fraught generational saga.
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v. high harmonic, m.v., unstable oscillations, trem.
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