nocturne series: 5

for string quartet and field recording

by Chaz Underriner



Performance Notes

Bowing indications

For every note written, please articulate the note with a single bow direction. For example, the first note, (a dotted half-
note that lasts just longer than 3 seconds), should be played with only an up or down stroke. If more bow is needed to sustain
the pitch in the given duration, simply slow down your bow speed.

Additionally, the designation of “1/2 bow” for the first note denotes that you should only use half of one bow stroke for
the entirety of the dotted half-note. This means that the bow speed for a note designated “1/2 bow” will be quite slow,
whereas the bow speed for a note designated “full bow” will be slightly faster.

The goal of using these slow bow speeds and small amounts of bow is to create a breathy, ephemeral sound for each
unison chord in the ensemble. However, despite this breathy timbre for the ensemble, it is vitally important to the integrity of
the piece that the harmonics are projected well in performance. The different speeds and intensities of beating patterns in the
resulting harmonies are the primary language of the piece, and should therefore be highlighted by the ensemble accordingly.
The beating patterns in the beginning of the piece will be more obscured due to the slow bow speeds and quite dynamics, but
by the end of the piece the beating patterns should emerge in their fullness.

Pitch/Harmonics

Throughout the piece, the only pitches used are natural harmonics of the open strings up to the 16th partial. In the
notation of the natural harmonics, the resulting pitch is notated along with the designated string. [ have left out the partial
number and the cent deviations from the equal tempered pitches for ease of reading. Once a designated harmonic is played by
a given performer, these details about the written harmonic will not be repeated unless the given player is asked to play a
different harmonic. The performer may find the most suitable place on the string to press in order to produce the specified
natural harmonic of a given string.

String Quartet/Field Recording/Environmental Sound

In all the pieces of the “nocturne series”, there are three primary sonic elements: the live performers, the played back
field recording and the naturally occurring sound of the performance environment. All three of these elements are equally
important to conception of the series as a whole as well as the success of a performance. Therefore, it is necessary that all
three sonic elements should be presented in a performance as equally important. This should be achieved mostly by means of
mixing, that is, balancing the amplitude of each element equally. Specifically, the amplitude of the sounds that the performers
make should usually match the amplitude of the environmental sounds (with exceptions if designated by the score). However,



this principle of the equality of instrumental sounds made by performers with a quietly played back field recording and
environmental sounds changes drastically depending on the performance venue.

The pieces in the nocturne series may conceivably be performed in any space. If the performance venue has been
constructed to restrict all environmental sounds, such as many concert halls, it may be beneficial to the balance of the sonic
elements to open a door or window. In this situation, If a space is extremely quiet, then the performers must play extremely
quietly to match the latent amplitude of the environment. This is quite difficult. Thus, it can be greatly helpful to open a door or
window to bring more environmental sound into the performance space. In the opposite way, if a performance environment is
extremely loud, then the performers will have to play extremely loudly to match this latent volume.

Therefore, it is apparent that the best venues for the performance of this series should not be too quiet or too loud in
order to ensure a comfortable playing volume for the performers. It would be particularly beautiful to have the series
performed outdoors late at night in a place which is relatively quiet. In general, intimate performance venues are best for these
pieces.

Field Recording

The dynamic indications for the field recordings played back during the piece should be tailored to the given
performance venue. For example, if a given field recording is specified to be “barely perceptible”, the sound engineer should
take great care to make sure that the recording is just loud enough to be barely perceptible when heard combined with the
ensemble and the environmental sounds. The field recordings are not intended to be clearly heard, but rather are present in
the composition to subtly shape the audience’s perception of the acoustic environment. It is crucial that the sound engineer be
able to mix and diffuse the recordings during the performance in order to give appropriate acoustic weight during different
sections of the piece according to the dynamic indications. For example, if the string quartet is 95dB in the space when
measured behind the soundboard and the environmental sound in the room is 85dB when measured from the same place, the
field recordings should be around 89dB when measured behind the soundboard - just audible beyond the environmental
sound.

[t would also be useful to play back the field recordings from multiple speakers arranged behind the string quartet and
pointing away from the audience. This is optimal because the speakers may be turned up a bit louder and most of the field
recording sound will actually be reflected off of the back wall and/or the ceiling of the performance space. This will blend the
field recording sounds even more into the environmental sound and the string quartet rather than looking like and sounding
as a completely different sonic source in the performance space. At least 2-4 speakers should be used with 4 speakers being
the optimal number.
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