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Objects of Curiosity I

For String Orchestra

Nigel Morgan

About the Music

Objects of Curiosity is an expanding collection of single movement
works for strings. Each of the three works planned to date focus on
the vision of architects, their buildings and the way these structures
animate the landscape.

Objects of Curiosity I draws on the work of British architect and
urban planner extraordinaire Will Alsop whose visionary ideas
came together in 2004 in a book and exhibition titled SuperCity.
This originally formed a lively scenario for a string quartet with
digital media written for the Kronos in 2004. This has now been
expanded and reworked for string orchestra.

For the listener, experiencing this music is a little like walking
around Alsop’s exhibition. Five exhibits have inspired particular
musical ‘affections’ or expressive qualities and provide a kind of
soundtrack. These are titled: with spirit and edge, like a slow dance,
calm and sensuous, nervous and excited, full of life and colour.
There are also a number of ‘objects of curiosity and wonder’,
objects ‘to encourage dreams of what could be, and most
importantly, encourage us to ask “what if . . .?”. However, the
music is structured to ‘play’ with the kind of revisiting peculiar to
exhibition viewing In which one frequently comes upon already
viewed exhibits but from new and a different angles and directions.
There ‘is’ a linear quality to this music, but it is in no way a
conventional one. Such a scenario offers many opportunities to the
performers, though many of the ideas mentioned below are
dependent on an ensemble of a particular size.
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Performing Objects of Curiosity I
In the passages marked Objects of Curiosity (A – J) the music is
extremely slow, marked pp and con sord. This material may be
played by a separate string group in a separate location, even off-
stage or pre-recorded. Furthermore, this music could form the
backdrop for improvised solos enhanced by live electronics in the
manner of Barry Guy’s celebrated solo improvisations in his work
Folios for string orchestra.

In the passages marked with one of the five ‘affections’ (boxed
letters A – K) the main body of the string orchestra plays, but the
exact composition of the ensemble for the passages may be chosen
by the performers/conductor to create different colours and weights
of sound.

For example in Section J (with spirit and edge) the music 7 bars
after J to J2 (except for the first 2 bars at J2) might work well in
reduced scoring (1.1.1). This ‘play’ with scoring may be further
enhanced by working in repeats, repositioned passages in different
octaves and/or creating new dynamic and articulation schemes. See
example on facing page.

Throughout the music there are many changes between simple and
compound bar structures. The eighth note (quaver) beat remains a
constant throughout. The indication ‘solo’ may be freely interpreted
to mean either a soloist or a desk (or not at all!).

Objects of Curiosity I is designed for a string orchestra of not less
than 13 players (4.4.2.2.1). The ideal configuration is 8. 8. 4. 4. 2.
inclusive of a muted sextet 2. 2. 1.1. The muted quality of this
separate group may be ‘treated’ by adding very small amounts of
‘bluetack’ about 2 cm in front of the bridge and playing sul tasto.
This ‘preparation’ produces a unique and wonderful inharmonic
resonance.
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