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People Are Afraid To Merge On The Highway [2011]

Program Notes:

Thematically, “People are afraid to merge on the highway” examines the inherent distance between two individuals as a result of the displacement between internal and external states. Based around an
exchange that is taking place in a car, the piece utilises a pre-recorded spoken word passage that illustrates the distance between the protagonist and antagonist through a series of reflections on a car trip:

People are afraid to merge on the highway

she said as she turned down the off-ramp

I checked my watch, and then to the digital display on her dashboard
That’s always been wrong

She said, and I knew there was still a bit of a way to go

The car smelt of cigarettes from a decade ago

the smell burnt into the upholstery

Up ahead someone was slowing for a red light

so she changed lanes to pull up alongside them

but they weren't anyone that we knew

I need to get out for a while

she said, just a break

The sun cast the low shadows of trees across our path

which seemed to me to be poetic at the time

but now I couldn't say why

the light went green and we cut in front of the other driver

there were tire marks on the road and one of the barriers was caved in
records that something had happened here through the lack of details

This passage loops around itself seamlessly. In a musical context, the text is processed by a spectral patch that divides the incoming sound into several bands based on phase, and then delays the
frequencies by a set amount. This creates a unique processing sound, somewhat akin to a reverb, in the sense that it distorts the voices into a shifting wall of sound but lacks the feeling of space and the
decay of sound that digital reverbs emulate. As such we have a distorted voice that is immediate, that feels as though it is sitting alongside us. Over the course of the piece the distortion is gradually lowered
and the pure recording gradually become more audible, until we can clearly make out the exchange by the end of the piece.

The other key electronic processing element of the composition is the use of a spectral feedback network on the piano playback. This primarily affects the opening and closing sections of the piece, which
utilises piano melodies over a repetitive bass progression. Here the feedback network creates rhythmic displacement of the piano’s melodies, which are filtered by a spectral gate, making the piano tones
more ‘chime-like’. This effect was intended to create a relaxed and yet dynamic space for these processing effects to interact with the acoustic instruments.

The visual accompaniment of the piece consists of manipulations of a blurred freeway overpass that is processed over itself to create and overlying, pulsing video feedback. The overall effect is of a strange
and alien landscape created out of something ordinary. My desire here was to turn something rather ordinary onto itself to present the normal as abnormal and disconnected. In this way, the audience is
positioned to derive the central theme of this piece. There is an inherent barrier between people, no matter how much time you spend with someone there is always a natural barrier between the internal
and the external, and because of this any connection between people is a mediation between our outer shells, which frequently leads to a lack of understanding and an uncertainty of another persons
motivations.



Musically, the piece is an examination of musical stasis. The entire piece is constructed out of 6 chords that repeat continuously throughout the piece, and which are constructed in A Major. The piece has
multiple influences that helped to shape the end result. The chords were created in a manner inspired by Johannes Leubbers in the first movement of his Honours recital ‘Auguries of Innocence’, which in
turn was inspired by Maessian’s use of harmonic stasis in ‘Quartet for the End of Time’. The bass line was constructed through perfect 5ths that were built in either the 6th, 5th, 4th 2nd or Root of the scale.
The upper chords were then constructed by finding chords that were unrelated to one another, but that were still from the key of A Major, that complimented the bass line. Once this chord progression was
created, interweaving melody lines were created that play over the top of this repetitive harmonic base to create momentum and interest. My two chief sources of inspiration for these melodic relationships
was the musical repetition of The Necks and the gentle melodic relationships in Gavin Bryars’ composition “Sub Rosa”. These melodies gradually grow in complexity until they reach a point that the cello is
performing melodic material with a pulse of 3 in the time of 5 and the bass clarinet is performing material with a pulse of 7 in the time of 5. At the same time the laptop has a repetitive bass beat that is 4 in
the time of 5. All of this combines to create a dense melodic texture in a fixed key that ebbs and flows to create its own periods of tension and release based upon rhythmic and melodic expansion and
contraction.

This construction of tension and release from rhythmic and melodic complexity within a fixed, static key is the musical embodiment of the central theme of non-communication and isolation. As consonant
musical material begins to draw away from other elements to become melodically disconnected, this central concept is reflected musically. The repetitive nature of the visual landscape is balanced by the
engrossing strangeness of it, as are the increasingly dislocated melody lines against the repetitive harmonic material. As the piece progresses and some elements gradually become clearer to the listener,
other elements fall into distortion and eventually the piece loops around itself, with a lack of resolution born from a static existence.

Performance Notes:

There are a number of extended techniques notated in the score. The following notes provides extra explanation as to what is expected of the performer.

Sing and Play:

sing, ad lib.
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Performer is directed to play the slurred notations while singing ad lib, for the duration given on the ossia staff.

Percussive Noises/Clicks:

percussive air noises, key clicks,
slap tongue, etc... no pitch
rhythm ad lib. for given duration

Performer should make percussive air noises, key clicks, slap tongue etc... at a quick pace, rhythmic phrases are ad lib’d but should last for a given duration. Length of notes should indicate the length of a
clear phrase of noises. In the example above, there should be two clear, separate phrases of clicks at a fast pace but of a duration of two separate minims.



Piano Arpeggios:
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Piano phrases include feathered bar lines in parts of the score. These feathered bars indicate an increase and decrease in rate of the arpeggio of the chord. Arpeggio’s should be treated separately between
the staves, and continuous across the piece.
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Introduce beats and vocal sample processing
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Feedback/spectral processing on piano continues

Beats fade out



