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Idioms, for piano and string quartet, was written in 2018 for the Graham Sommer Competition for
Young Composers. This piece is dedicated to my former teacher, Belgian composer Luc Brewaeys,
who passed away in 2015 at the age of 56.

The title Idioms comes from Luc’s penchant for idiomatic phrases, puns, jokes, and
expressions in a multitude of languages. I've translated this idea of idiomatic language into musical
idioms (and perhaps accents as style) to create a piece that teems with references, quotations, and
allusions. The references to Luc’s music are to his 8th symphony as well as an early piano piece,
Pyramids in Siberia. His 8th symphony was left unfinished, as Luc was unable to complete the work,
exhausted from battling cancer. Pyramids in Siberia was chosen because it suggests an alternate
reality and alternate history, which I invoke to conceptualize the consolidation of many disparate
musical elements in this piece and others.

Idioms begins with a reworking of the opening phrase of Luc’s 8th Symphony and then
moves back in time, forming historical links. First there is a Debussy prelude, for which Luc made
a well-known orchestration. Debussy gives way to Wagner, Wagner to Beethoven, Beethoven to
Haydn, and Haydn transforms into some type of imaginary Croatian folk music. The pitch materials
are then stripped down to noise, a reference to Luc’s first symphony. The piece ends by lingering on
the final harmonies of Luc’s unfinished 8th, concluding on a long F#, which pushes to the right onto
an otherwise blank page of the score, suggesting the possibilities of the unfinished work.



microtonal notation

The following acccidental nomenclature is used:

d- ; approximately 1/4 tone flat or sharp (50 cents)

b=1 approximately 1/6 tone flat or sharp (33 cents)

l, -L - q - h - # - ﬁ approximately 1/12 tone flat or sharp (17 cents)

The quarter-tone and sixth-tone alterations constitute significant changes in pitch, while the 12th-
tone alterations provide something closer to a shift in intonation. In any case, the more the performer
understands the harmonic role of their part and they are able to use their ear to tune, the more
accurate the tuning becomes. The microtones are used almost exclusively to achieve acoustically
consonant harmonies in just intonation.

performance techniques

bow placement indications:

ord. - ordinario - (Use an ordinary bow position.)

s.t. - sul tasto - (Bow close to the end of the fingerboard.)

a.s.t. - alto sul tasto - (Bow over the fingerboard.)

p.s.t. - poco sul tasto - (Bow slightly towards the fingerboard from ordinario position.)

s.p. - sul ponticello - (Bow close to the bridge.)

m.s.p. - molto sul ponticello - (Bow very close to the bridge, thereby producing a harsh sound.

This technique will often silence or obscure the fundamental pitch of the string. When a number is
attached to the m.s.p. indication, the player should try as much to bring out that particular overtone.)
p-s.p. - poco sul ponticello - (Bow slightly closer to the bridge than ordinario position.)

bowing technique indications:

norm. - normale - (Use a normal bow technique.)

flautando - (Fast bow speed and low bow pressure in a alto sul tasto position to obtain a flute-like
tone.)

c.l.t. - col legno tratto - (Play with the wood of the bow rubbing the string.)

1/2 c.L.t - half col legno tratto - (Rotate the bow so that it rubs the string with both the wood and hair.)
mute with left hand - (Mute the strings with multiple fingers or palm of left hand, producing white

noise when bowed.)
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(Repeat as fast as possible for 20-30 seconds. Should be of a relentless and sustained intensity.)
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(with a light and loose feel)
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a single finger on the left hand, sliding between notes.

The passage should have mechanical vibrato and

generally be out of tune. The idea is an abstraction

of early recordings of Croatian folk song.
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